Post-feminism in Italy and the legacy of Berlusconism: an

analysis of media representations of female subjectivity
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In	 this	 research	project,	 I	 address	 critical	questions	about	 Italian	post-feminism,	by	
exploring	the	way	the	peculiarities	of	 Italian	media	and	culture	have	contributed	 in	
producing	 a	 specifically	 Italian	 form	 of	 post-feminism.	 While	 a	 post-feminist	
subjectivity,	 in	 terms	 of	 neoliberal,	 individualist,	 narcissist	 standards	 among	 young	
women,	has	been	observed	and	commented	on	by	a	few	Italian	authors,	the	important	
relation	 between	 post-feminist	 sexuality	 and	 subjectivity,	 Berlusconi’s	 political	 and	
cultural	project,	and	the	media	has	not	yet	been	analysed	in	depth.	To	investigate	this,	
I	employ	a	feminist	postructuralist	approach	to	the	study	of	media	and	society,	and	
explore	 the	 way	 the	 media	 produces	 and	 reproduces	 discourses	 of	 gender	 and	
sexuality	 that	 have	 circulated	 in	 Berlusconism.	 The	 thesis	 highlights	 how	 young	
femininity	has	emerged	 in	 the	national	popular	 imagination	as	barometer	of	 social	
change,	at	the	same	time	becoming	subjected	to	increased	scrutiny	and	policing.	In	
the	 first	 two	chapters	 I	 discuss	 the	 theoretical	 framework	and	methodology	of	 the	
thesis.	I	then	explore	Berlusconi’s	influence	on	media	and	politics	(Chapter	3).	I	define	
Berlusconi’s	 cultural	 and	 political	 hegemony	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 neoliberal	 authoritarian	




emergence	 for	 the	 figuration	of	post-feminist	 femininity.	This	 is	articulated	through	
cultural	discourses	about	commercial	sexuality	(Chapter	4),	phallicism	(Chapter	5)	and	
mental	 health	 (Chapter	6).	Ultimately,	 this	 research	project	 sheds	 light	on	 the	way	



































































































past	couple	of	decades	 (see	 for	example	The	Guardian	 [20/09/2009,	30/04/2012];	The	
Telegraph	[04/04/2013];	and	The	New	York	Times	[18/02/11]).	Recently,	Giorgia	Meloni,	
one	of	the	centre-right	candidates	for	the	mayoral	elections	in	Rome	in	June	2016,	was	
told	 by	 other,	male	 politicians	 to	 stick	 to	motherhood,	 suggesting	 the	 impossibility	 of	
being	a	first-time	mother	and	mayor	at	the	same	time	(Il	Giornale	14/03/16;	Repubblica	






and	 policing,	 extending	 to	 women	 politicians,	 whose	 bodies	 and	 attractiveness	 are	
commented	upon	by	male	 colleagues	 as	well	 as	 by	 the	media.	 Panorama,	 the	weekly	
current	affairs’	magazine	published	by	Mondadori,	published	a	list	of	female	politicians	
based	on	their	attractiveness	and	beauty	(Panorama	25/11/16),	while	most	newspapers	
















represented	 in	 atypical	 and	precarious	 jobs;	 despite	 the	 implementation	of	 legislation	




According	 to	 the	 data	 collected	 by	 ISTAT	 -	 Istituto	 Nazionale	 di	 Statistica	 [National	


























nationalist	 populist	 rhetoric,	 have	 little	 respect	 for	 women	 and	 consistently	 sexualise	



















gender	 inequality	 that	 characterises	 Italian	 culture.	 However,	 while	 Italian	 feminist	




Italy.	 This	 thesis	 aims	 to	 contribute	 to	 Italian	 feminist	 debates,	 by	 arguing	 for	 the	
importance	of	moving	 beyond	 the	dichotomy	between	neo-	 and	post-	 patriarchy	 that	







To	 circumscribe	 Italian	 feminism	within	 national	 boundaries	 is	 undoubtedly	 reductive,	
especially	considering	that	Italian	feminist	thought	has,	from	its	very	beginning,	constantly	
engaged	with	developments	within	European	and	North	American	feminist	theory.	This	
proves	 to	 be	 true	 also	 in	 relation	 to	 theories	 on	post-feminism,	which	have	only	 very	
recently	developed,	drawing	for	the	most	part	on	work	produced	abroad,	especially	from	
American	and	British	cultural	and	media	studies.	Nevertheless,	throughout	current	Italian	






social	 and	 political	 thought	 (Anderlini	 –	 D'Onofrio	 1994).	 Since	 the	 1970s	 it	 has	 been	
composed	 of	 numerous	 autonomous	 groups	 built	 around	 libraries,	 book	 stores,	
publishing	 houses	 and	 cultural	 centres,	 the	most	 important	 being	 the	 ones	 in	Naples,	






and	being	wary	 of	 some	women's	 double-militancy	 (as	 feminists	 and	 as	 part	 of	wider	
political	institutions).		
	








women's	 studies	 department	 in	 the	 academia	would	 represent	 just	 a	 sop,	 a	 confined	
space	 where	 women	 would	 be	 allowed	 to	 speak,	 while	 the	 system	 overall	 remains	









its	 theoretical	 foundation.	 Having	 borne	 out	 of	 opposition	 to	 the	 Partito	 Comunista	
Italiano	 (PCI)'s	 conception	 of	 la	 questione	 femminile,	 Italian	 feminists	 refused	 the	




















claiming	 that	 the	emancipation	of	women	had	done	 little	 to	change	the	oppression	of	
women	in	society	(Re	2002).	Indeed,	even	if	the	women's	movement	had	achieved	great	
results	 in	 the	1960s	and	1970s	on	political	and	 legal	 levels,	 such	as	 the	 legalisation	on	
abortion	and	divorce,	there	was	a	growing	feeling	among	women	that	institutions	were	











gives	 us	 our	 subjectivity,	 is	 fundamentally	 man-made,	 and	 therefore	 only	 provides	 a	
partial	representation	of	the	world.	Hence,	following	this	body	of	work,	historically,	Italian	
feminism	has	 argued	 that	 behind	 the	 apparent	 neutrality	 of	 language	 lies	 a	male	bias	
which	 does	 not	 allow	 the	 expression	 of	 women's	 subjectivity,	 their	 desires,	 their	
experiences	and	their	sexuality	(Libreria	della	Donne	di	Milano	1986).		
	
Two	 of	 the	 leading	 feminist	 theorists	 and	 philosophers	 in	 Italy,	 Cavarero	 and	Muraro,	
engage	in	a	subversion	of	Plato's	initial	gesture	of	eliding	sexuality	and	excluding	women,	
which	 has	 been	 central	 to	Western	 philosophical	 tradition	 and	 consequently	Western	
political	thought	(Re	2002).	They	argue	that	the	consequence	of	this	gesture	is	that	of	not	
only	 effacing	 sexual	 difference	 among	 people,	 but	 of	 all	 differences,	 postulating	 a	
universal	subject,	which	is	as	a	matter	of	fact	modelled	on	the	masculine.	Therefore,	for	











































major	 role	 in	 the	 destabilisation	 of	 male	 power,	 having	 actively	 participated	 in	 the	
deconstruction	of	the	modern	subject	through	processes	of	female	subjectification	and	
emancipation	(Boccia	et	al.	2009).	However,	these	changes	create	disturbances,	unease	
and	 ‘small’	 comebacks,	 examples	 being	 the	 perceived	 increment	 of	 violence	 against	
women	 in	 Italy	 or	 the	 return	 to	 machist	 and	 sexist	 behaviours,	 as	 exemplified	 by	
Berlusconi’s	recent	sexual	scandals	(Dominijanni	2014b;	Strazzeri	2014).	This	is	not	to	say	





elements	 of	 traditional	 patriarchy	merge	with	 a	modern,	 liberal	 and	 enlightened	 one,	
portraying	 feminism	 as	 outdated	 and	 stating	 that	 all	 remaining	 inequalities	 will	 be	
eliminated	 by	 the	 workings	 of	 neoliberal	 democracy	 (Melchiori	 2008).	 Hence,	 the	
entrance	 of	women	 in	 paid	 labour	 and	 in	 the	 public	 sphere	 should	 be	 interpreted	 as	
















In	 response	 to	 the	 debate	 between	 neo-	 and	 post-patriarchy,	 I	 argue	 for	 the	 need	 to	
develop	 a	 third	 position,	 which	 references	 scholarship	 developed	 abroad	 (namely	 the	
Cultural	Studies	 tradition,	poststructuralist	 theories	of	 subjectivity	and	gender	 identity,	
and	theories	about	post-feminism).	Through	the	empolyment	of	these	frameworks,	this	
thesis	can	account	for	the	flexibility	of	gender	identity,	its	social	construction,	the	way	it	









significant	 limitation	 of	 Italian	 feminist	 thought.	 Secondly,	 although	 legitimate	 in	 the	
1970s,	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 quest	 for	 female	 subjectivity,	 relies	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 gender	 as	
oppression,	rather	than	focusing	of	what	subjectivities	women	are	encouraged	to	embody	
and	what	 they	 are	 encouraged	 to	 do.	 Thirdly,	 the	 inability	 of	 the	 established	 feminist	
groups	to	include	younger	women’s	voices	has	led	to	a	generational	disjunction.	Lastly,	
the	 lack	 of	 engagement	with	 the	media	 and	media	 representations	 by	 Italian	 feminist	














as	 those	 of	 women	 who	 directly	 compete	 with	 men	 in	 managerial,	 political	 and	
institutional	jobs).	This	has	been	extended,	in	the	aftermath	of	the	Berlusconi	scandals,	to	
describe	the	employment	of	one's	body	in	terms	of	a	commodity	to	be	exchanged,	either	





members	 of	 the	 LGBTQI	 community	 who	 feel	 unepresented	 in	 either	 of	 the	 two	
categories.	 Furthermore,	 sexual	 difference	 is	 considered	 the	 primary	 and	 original	
difference,	 so	 that	 'the	 essential	 differing	 between	 a	 man	 and	 a	 woman	 makes	 the	
















A	 final,	 more	 practical,	 limitation	 has	 been	 the	 strong	 hierarchy	 within	 the	 historical	
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feminist	 organisations.	 This	 appears	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	 reasons	 for	 the	 little	 appeal	 of	
established	feminist	groups	to	the	younger	generations.	Indeed,	there	appears	to	be	an	
ideological	gap	between	those	feminists	who	Di	Cori	(2007)	calls	'young	women'	and	'not	








scandals,	 where	 a	 generational	 gap	 and	 an	 inability	 of	 the	 older	 generation	 to	 take	
seriously,	 and	engage	with,	 the	arguments	of	a	 younger	one	have	been	clearly	 visible.	
Dominijanni	(2014a)	for	example	harshly	criticises	the	SNOQ	(Se	Non	Ora	Quando	[If	Not	
Now	 When])	 movement	 that	 took	 to	 the	 streets	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 Berlusconi	
scandals,	arguing	that	their	emancipationist	agenda	and	focus	on	the	self	are	misplaced,	
whilst	 ignoring	the	 legacy	of	 Italian	 feminist	 thought.	While	aspects	of	her	critique	are	
insightful	 and	 convincing,	 the	 way	 this	 is	 articulated	 shows	 an	 antagonism	 and	
unwillingness	to	confront	these	new	feminist	voices,	protectively	serrating	herself	within	




media	 in	 establishing	 and	 supporting	 the	 sexist	 hegemony	 of	 Berlusconi	 via	 its	
representations	of	gender	and	of	gender	relations.	When	looking	at	Italian	scholarship	on	
gender	 and	 media,	 it	 is	 striking	 to	 notice	 the	 scarcity	 of	 literature	 on	 these	 themes,	
especially	by	media	and	communications	experts	(Giomi	2012).	Scholars	have	underlined	
the	minor	role	women	play	in	Italian	media	institutions,	both	at	the	levels	of	executive	
positions	 and	 of	 performance,	 while	 being	 accompanied	 by	 an	 over-exposure	 and	 -
visibility	(Zanardo	2010;	Capecchi	2007;	Buonanno	2005),	such	that	Buonanno	(2005)	has	




its	 representation	 and	 exposure	 in	 mainstream	media	 (especially	 television),	 and	 the	








increasingly	 hyper-sexualised	 and	 complying	 with	 ever-narrowing	 beauty	 canons	 and	
ideals.	 Scholars	 generally	 focus	 on	 the	 unrealistic	 representation	 of	 women's	 bodies,	
arguing	 that	 they	 reflect	 canons	 of	 beauty	 grounded	 on	male	 desire.	 The	 'male	 gaze'	










commodification	of	 the	 female	body	on	 the	 television	medium.	 The	documentary	has	
since	 been	 broadcast	 on	 numerous	 television	 programmes,	 as	 well	 as	 been	 freely	
available	online.5	She	has	since	been	active	in	an	education	project,	called	Nuovi	Occhi	per	
la	TV	e	i	media	[New	Eyes	for	TV	and	media]	directed	to	younger	generations	in	order	to	








also	 called	 Il	 Corpo	 delle	 Donne	 (2010),	 in	 which	 she	 refers	 media	 and	 sociology	
scholarship	to	support	her	arguments.	Zanardo	(ibid.)	argues	that	television	presents	a	
narrow,	 unrealistic	 and	 counterfeited	 kind	 of	 beauty,	 and	 calls	 for	 a	 more	 authentic	












&	Zapperi	2012,	p.	27),	 results	 in	a	homogenisation	and	alienation	of	 the	women	who	
work	in	television,	while	imposing	a	normative	femininity	that	relates	to	Zanardo's	own	
social	positioning:	white,	heterosexual,	educated,	middle-class,	professional	(Garibaldo	&	








in	 their	 post-feminist	 subjectivity	 as	 suffering	 a	 kind	 of	 from	 false	 consciousness.	
Nonetheless,	she	acutely	argues,	along	with	several	Italian	scholars	(Benini	2013;	Capecchi	
2009;	 Giomi	 2012;	 Casalini	 2011a;	 Dominijanni	 2014a),	 that	 the	 care	 of	 the	 body	
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participates	 in	 a	 narcissistic	 and	 individualist	 project	 grounded	 on	 personal	 'choice',	
participating	in	wider	discourses	that	she	calls	post-feminist	(even	though	she	does	not	
reference	 literature	 developed	 abroad)	 which	 emphasise	 individuality,	 self-sufficiency	
and	freedom	of	choice.	
	
The	 literature	 outlined	 above	 is	 thus	 in	 line	 with	 the	 customary	 attention	 of	 Italian	
feminism	on	sexual	difference,	which	implies	a	structural	difference	between	women	and	
men,	 and	 the	 need	 to	 find	 the	 woman	 underneath	 the	 impositions	 of	 the	 patriarchy	
(embodied	 in	 the	 figure	 of	 the	 dumb,	 inauthentic	 and	 fabricated	 television	 showgirl).	




the	 televised	 body	 'fatto	 da	 uomini'	 [man-made]	 (Verza	 2009,	 p.	 66)	 establishes	









Dominijanni	 among	 the	 feminist	 voices	 that	 have	 emerged	 in	 the	 past	 5	 years,	 and	
because	of	 the	employment	of	bodies	of	 theory	on	which	 I	draw	as	well,	although	we	
reach	different	conclusions.	Indeed,	Dominjianni	references	Foucault’s	work	on	biopower	






























arguments	 about	 processes	 of	 neoliberal	 subjectivation,	 but	 contributes	 to	 an	










data	 from	 a	 study	 by	 the	women’s	magazine	 Elle	 is	 very	 problematic,	 since	women’s	
magazines	 are	 among	 the	 strongest	 upholders	 of	 neoliberal	 values	 and	 subjectivities	
(McRobbie	1991;	Blackman	2005;	Gill	2007a;	Favaro	2017).		
	
Furthermore,	while	 this	work	mentions	 in	 passing	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 representation	 of	
femininity	in	the	media	is	heterogeneous,	the	focus	is	still	on	the	velina	-	the	television	
show	 girl	 -	 and	 her	 participation	 in	 the	 power-sex-money	 nexus	 established	 by	
Berlusconi,7	 the	critique	not	being	 informed	by	other	axis	of	subjectivity,	such	as	race,	
nationality,	sexuality,	and	so	on.	Moreover,	while	there	is	a	recognition	of	the	power	of	
interpellation	 of	 media	 images,	 the	 author	 indirectly	 places	 herself	 and	 her	 feminist	





























Italian	 culture	 is	 neither	 a	 neo-patriarchy,	 nor	 a	 post-patriarchy,	 but	 is	 instead	 a	 post-







phase	 for	 women,	 now	 liberated	 not	 only	 from	 male	 domination,	 but	 also	 from	 the	
constricting	 and	 dogmatic	 demands	 of	 a	 feminism	 considered	 to	 be	 too	 radical,	 too	
moralistic	 and	 too	 exclusive	 (Casalini	 2011b).	 Since	 post-feminism	 has	 become	 of	
academic	interest,	it	has	been	given	several	different	interpretations,	some	positive,	such	
















tropes	 of	 'empowerment',	 'choice',	 'agency',	 'lifestyle'	 and	 an	 entitlement	 to	 sexual	
pleasure	 (McRobbie	 2009).	While	 such	 liberal	 tropes	 have	 been	 integrated	 in	 popular	
discourses,	the	movement	as	a	whole	is	often	vilified	and	attacked,	made	to	look	aged,	
redundant	and	passé.	Therefore,	McRobbie	(2009)	claims,	women	are	cast	 in	a	 'double	




























response	 to	 feminism,	 being	marked	 by	 an	 assimilation	 and	 rejection,	 expression	 and	
disavowal	 of	 feminist	 ideas.	 Women	 are	 hailed	 through	 discourses	 of	 agency,	
empowerment	 and	 choice,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 they	 must	 exercise	 strict	 self-




feminism	 and	 neoliberal	 ideology	 and	 argues	 that	 post-feminism	 is	 a	 new	 discoursive	
phenomenon	 closely	 linked	 to	 neoliberalism.	 She	 argues	 that	 neoliberalism,	 with	 its	
emphasis	on	the	rational,	calculating	and	self-regulating	individual,	has	become	a	form	of	
governmentality	 which	 participates	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 modern	 subjectivity.	 Post-








2008;	2009;	2013)	 and	Gill’s	 (2007a;	2007b;	2007c;	2008)	 this	 thesis	 can	engage	 in	 an	
analysis	of	post-feminist	subjectivity	and	sexuality	not	in	terms	of	a	return	to	a	time	before	
feminism	or	as	a	backlash	against	it,	but	as	a	novel	permutation	of	gender	relations	closely	
interconnected	 with	 processes	 of	 neoliberalisation.	 Thus,	 these	 theories	 allow	 for	 an	
engagement	with	 new	 forms	 of	 subjectivity	 that	 circulate	 in	 Italian	 culture	 today,	 and	



















participates	 in	 its	 definition	 and	 regulation.	 To	 do	 so,	 I	 have	 combined	 a	 Foucauldian	
analysis	of	the	cultural	hegemony	of	Belusconism,	by	looking	at	the	interlacing	of	media	
networks	with	networks	of	 power,	with	 the	 analysis	 of	 three	 case	 studies.	Ultimately,	
through	this	thesis	I	uncover	the	way	media	representations	participate	in	the	culture	of	











issues.	 These	 cases	 also	 entail	 a	 court	 case;	 indeed,	 it	 is	 the	 connection	 between	 the	
juridical	system	and	the	media	that	creates	a	space	of	subjectification	of	femininity,	these	
cases	 contributing	 in	 the	 definition	 and	 policing	 of	 the	 boundaries	 of	 intelligible	
femininity.	 Hence,	 the	 case	 studies	 expose	 the	 complex	 layers	 of	 meaning	 that	 are	
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and	 social	 importance,	while	 at	 the	 same	 time	becoming	 subjected	 to	 an	 increasingly	
restricting	 gender	 regime.	 The	 case	 studies	 that	 I	 present	 are	 fundamental	 for	 the	
understanding	 of	 post-feminism	 in	 Italy,	 as	 they	 portray	 the	 tensions	 around	 the	
figuration	 of	 young	 femininity	 in	 Berlusconism.	 I	 borrow	 the	 term	 ‘figuration’	 from	
Haraway	(1997),	 for	whom	‘figurations	emerge	out	of	discursive	and	material	semiotic	







bodies,	 subjectivities	 and	 sexualities	have	 taken	a	 central	 role	 in	Berlusconism.	At	 the	
same	time,	they	also	show	the	way	women’s	bodies,	subjectivity	and	sexuality	continue	
to	 be	 policed	 and	 scrutinised,	 at	 a	 time	 in	which	 their	 equality	 to	men	 is	 supposedly	
common	sense,	while	feminist	interventions	on	most	of	these	case	studies	appear	to	be	
virtually	 absent.	 Ultimately,	 these	 cases	 show	 that	 the	 sphere	 of	 female	 sexuality	 is	
characterised	 by	 a	 profound	 ambivalence,	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 women	 are	 allowed	 an	





and	 the	media	 through	 the	 employment	 of	 the	 post-Marxist	 work	 of	 Stuart	 Hall,	 the	





through	 a	 combination	 of	 Foucault	 and	 Hall	 that	 I	 can	 fully	 account	 for	 the	 way	
institutionalised	 and	 non-institutionalised	 forces	 cooperate	 for	 the	 production	 and	









Studies-inspired	 case	 study	method,	 in	 order	 to	 detect	 the	 discourses	 of	 gender	 and	
sexuality	 that	 circulate	 in	 Italian	 culture	and	media.	 The	 chapter	 also	describes	how	a	
feminist	poststructuralist	position,	 in	 regards	 to	 the	process	of	 knowledge	production,	
informs	 the	 methodology;	 this	 is	 built	 on	 feminist	 critiques	 to	 positivist	 values	 and	
objectives,	 namely	 ‘universality’,	 ‘objectivity’	 and	 ‘value	 neutrality’.	 Contrary	 to	 this	
scientific	 tradition,	 I	 argue	 that	 feminist	 self-reflexivity	 about	 the	 position	 of	 the	





Chapter	 3	 presents	 an	 analysis	 of	 Berlusconi’s	 time	 in	 power,	 that	 documents	 what	
Foucault	 would	 call	 ‘the	 conditions	 of	 possibility’	 (Foucault	 1972,	 p.	 161)	 for	 the	
representations	of	gender	and	sexuality	that	I	analyse	in	later	chapters.	His	political	and	
















At	 risk	 girls	 vs	 post-femininist	 young	 woman’,	 investigates	 the	 press	 coverage	 of	 the	
events	involving	Berlusconi,	the	Bunga	Bunga	parties	he	held	in	his	villa,	and	the	purchase	





a	 diminished	 agency,	 or	 as	 fully	 in	 control	 and	 solely	 responsible	 for	 their	 actions.	
Discourses	about	race	and	otherness	also	play	a	central	role	in	the	construction	of	Ruby,	




Chapter	 5	 focuses	 on	 Amanda	 Knox	 and	 analyses	 the	 press	 coverage	 of	 the	 trials	 of	
Amanda	Knox,	Raffaele	Sollecito	and	Rudy	Guede	for	the	murder	of	the	English	student	
Meredith	 Kercher	 in	 Perugia	 on	 2nd	 November	 2007.	 The	 chapter	 investigates	 the	
discursive	strategies	that	are	employed	to	reinsert	the	disruptive	figure	of	 ‘the	woman	
who	 kills’	 within	 acceptable	 and	 normative	 forms	 of	 femininity	 and	 female	 sexuality.	





case	 however,	 an	 active	 sexuality	 for	 the	woman	 involved	 results	 unintelligible,	 being	
associated	with	 deviance	 and	 homicidal	 instinct	 (and	 linked	with	 her	 white	 American	
femininity).	 The	 victim	 status	 and	 its	 association	with	 a	 docile	 and	 domestic	 sexuality	
becomes	the	only	viable	and	‘live-able’	subjectivity	for	the	woman	involved.	
	
Chapter	 6	 concerns	 the	 case	 of	 a	 small	 celebrity,	 Sara	 Tommasi,	 and	 the	 media	
representation	of	her	‘rise	and	fall’	narrative	-	from	exceptional	and	promising	ideal	post-
feminist	 woman	 to	 suffering	 from	 mental	 health	 issues	 manifested	 in	 hyper-sexual	
statements	and	behaviours.	Differently	from	the	two	previous	case	studies,	this	presents	
a	more	complex	 representation	of	 femininity.	However,	 this	does	not	work	 to	portray	
femininity	 in	 any	 less	 sexist	 and	 misogynistic	 terms,	 on	 the	 contrary,	 the	 media	


























produced	 in	 Italy	 is	 the	 important	 gender	 blindness	 which	 characterises	 it.	 Indeed,	
introductory	texts	to	the	study	of	media	rarely,	if	ever,	mention	gender	as	an	important	
category	of	analysis,	or	feminist	critiques	bringing	important	contributions	to	the	study	of	
media	 (examples	of	 this	gender	blindness	are	Abruzzese	&	Borrelli’s	 [2000],	Mancini	&	
Abruzzese	[2008],	Sorice	[2009]).	Furthermore,	when	gender	is	addressed	the	frameworks	








culture	 in	 particular.	 These	 insights	 allow	 me	 to	 conceptualise	 Berlusconism	 as	 a	
hegemonic	 project,	 in	 which	 the	 media	 played	 a	 fundamental	 role	 by	 articulating	
representations	of	femininity	and	female	sexuality,	which	are	not	 imaginary	or	 'fake'	as	




beyond	 the	 issues	 of	 Italian	 scholarship,	 and	 which	 provides	 the	 basic	 theoretical	
framework	for	this	research	project.	This	involves	introducing	the	postructuralist	work	of	
Michel	Foucault,	that	allows	this	study	to	analyse	not	only	non-institutionalised	forms	of	
power,	 but	 also	 how	 power	 forces	 interact	 in	 specific	 networks	 which	 produce	 social	





gender	 theory,	 which	 draws	 on	 the	work	 of	 Foucault	 to	 argue	 that	 gender	 identity	 is	
constructed	and	performative.	
	
In	 the	 last	 section	 of	 the	 chapter,	 I	 introduce	 the	 body	 of	work	 that	 has	 spurred	 this	
research	project	and	consists	of	its	backbone:	the	scholarship	on	post-feminist	sexuality	
developed	by	two	British	scholars,	Angela	McRobbie	and	Rosalind	Gill.	These	theories	are	
fundamental	 for	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	more	 agentic	 sexuality	 for	
women,	 and	 the	 way	 it	 participates	 in	 a	 wider	 neoliberal	 ethos	 that	 celebrates	












media	 ownership	 and	 control	 (D’Arma	 2009;	 Balbi	 &	 Prario	 2010;	 Mastellarini	 2004;	
Mazzoleni	2004;	Roncarolo	2004).	Whereas,	in	the	field	of	sociology	of	the	media,	it	has	
been	argued	that	Berlusconi’s	private	television	 led	to	a	revolution	 in	 the	broadcasting	
system:	Eco	(1983)	famously	claimed	that	the	end	of	State	monopoly	marked	a	shift	from	
a	‘paleo’	to	a	‘neo’	media	system.	Among	the	most	important	changes	this	shift	brought,	
was	 the	way	 commercial	 television	began	 catering	 for	 groups	 such	 as	housewives	 and	





What	 is	missing	 from	many	of	 these	accounts	 is	a	more	complex	understanding	of	 the	
relationship	between	political	power,	media	and	society,	one	that	considers	the	interlacing	
and	 overlapping	 networks	 that	 connect	 and	 produce	 symbolic	 systems,	 discourses,	
subjectivities,	social	formations	and	institutions.	For	example,	Hallin	&	Mancini	(2004)	and	
Balbi	&	 Prario	 (2010)	 claim	 that	 Berlusconi’s	 private	 network	was	 so	 successful	 in	 the	
1970s	 because	 it	 responded	 to	 the	 fast	 changes	 Italy	 was	 undergoing,	 such	 as	 the	
increasing	distancing	of	 citizens	 from	religious	and	 ideological	 faiths,	 changes	 in	public	
morality,	 the	 development	 of	 a	 consumer	 culture,	 and	 even	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 feminist	
movement.	 Lacking	 from	 this	 perspective	 is	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	way	 Berlusconi’s	media	
participated	 in	 these	 trends,	 rather	 than	 just	 ‘riding	 the	 wave’.	 A	 more	 complex	






one	 in	 which	 power	 not	 only	 regulates	 but	 also	 creates	 institutions,	 forms	 of	 social	
organisation,	and	even	subjectivities.	He	argues	that	since	the	17th	century	the	West	has	
experienced	a	shift	from	forms	of	sovereign	power,	or	power	over	life	and	death,	to	what	
Foucault	 calls	 'bio-power'.	 In	 contrast	 to	 sovereign	 power,	 which	 works	 by	 means	 of	
deduction	(of	wealth,	of	goods	and	services,	of	labour	and	even	of	life),	bio-power	works	
by	production:	'[i]t	exerts	a	positive	influence	on	life,	endeavours	to	administer,	optimise,	
and	 multiply	 it’	 (Foucault	 1976,	 p.	 137).	 Furthermore,	 power	 is	 not	 possessed	 by	 a	






producing,	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 being	 produced,	 by	 knowledge.	 Power	 has	 a	 role	 in	
34	
	
determining	domains	of	 'truth',	which	become	 instrumental	 in	 founding,	 justifying	and	
providing	reasons	and	principles	for	regulating	forms	of	social	 living	and	human	bodies	
(Foucault	1991a).	However,	knowledge	for	Foucault	is	not	just	scientific	knowledge,	but	
any	 discourse	 that	 circulates	 in	 society	 and	 that	 is	 considered	 meaningful	 and	 true.	
Therefore,	power	is	located	within	a	multitude	of	discursive	practices,	which,	if	on	the	one	
hand	create	the	possibilities	of	human	action,	thought	and	desire,	on	the	other	hand,	they	







relations	 of	 power	 cannot	 themselves	 be	 established,	 consolidated	 nor	
implemented	without	the	production,	accumulation,	circulation	and	functioning	
of	a	discourse	(Foucault	1980,	p.	93).	





One	 of	 the	 examples	 that	 Foucault	 (1976)	 produces	 is	 the	 discourse	 around	
homosexuality,	which	 from	 the	19th	 century	 came	 to	define	 the	 identity	 of	 those	who	
preferred	 same-sex	 sexual	 relations.	 Consequently,	 people's	 homosexual	 tendencies	
became	 identifiable	within	 the	category	of	homosexuality,	which	gave	 it	existence	as	a	
knowledgeable	 sphere	 of	 human	 behaviour	 (intelligibility)	 (p.	 44).	 The	 discourse	 of	
homosexuality	 had	material	 effects	 on	 the	 organisation	 of	 society:	medical	 discourses	
categorised	homosexuality	as	 'deviant'	and	several	practices,	 institutions	and	therapies	





and	control	of	 subjects	and	 their	bodies.	 This	 inaugurates	a	new	understanding	of	 the	









printed	 as	 The	 Birth	 of	 Biopolitics	 (2010),	 Foucault	 presents	 a	 connection	 between	






and	 regulation	 of	 life,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 self-disciplining	 of	 individuals	 (Foucault	 1991b;	
Foucault	2010).		
	
By	employing	 a	 Foucauldian	 framework,	 this	 research	project	 can	move	away	 from	an	
analysis	of	Berlusconism,	and	its	connections	with	neoliberalism	and	post-feminism,	as	a	
political	 endeavour	 by	 one	man,	 and	 regard	 it	 instead	 as	what	 Foucault	 (1980)	 calls	 a	
dispositif,	which	is:		
a	 thoroughly	 heterogenous	 ensemble	 consisting	 of	 discourses,	 institutions,	
architectural	 forms,	 regulatory	 decisions,	 laws,	 administrative	 measures,	
scientific	 statements,	 philosophical,	 moral	 and	 philanthropic	 propositions–in	














































was	 interested	 in	 engaging	 in	 a	 conversation	 with	 Marxism,	 but	 with	 a	 focus	 on	
overcoming	 'its	orthodoxy,	 its	doctrinal	 character,	 its	determinism,	 its	 reductionism,	 its	
immutable	law	of	history,	its	status	as	a	metanarrative’	(Hall	2007,	p.	36).	In	particular,	he	
criticised	the	determinism	and	reductionism	of	the	relationship	between	the	economic	
base	 and	 ideological	 superstructure	 found	 in	 traditional	 understandings	 of	 classical	



















Gramsci	 has	 been	 one	 of	 the	 most	 influential	 intellectuals	 on	 Hall's	 thought,	 his	
development	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 'hegemony'	 allowed	Hall	 to	 conceptualise	 culture	 and	
ideology	as	relatively	independent	from	the	economic	base,	but	nonetheless	connected	
to	existing	power	relations.	According	to	Gramsci	the	ruling	classes	do	not	maintain	their	




of	 life,	 its	 mores	 and	 conceptualization	 […]	 in	 a	 direction	 which	 […]	 favours	 the	
development	and	expansion	of	 the	dominant	 social	 and	productive	 system	of	 life	 as	 a	
whole’	(Hall	1996b,	p.	81).		
	
The	 crucial	 point	 is	 that	 the	 leadership	 of	 the	dominant	 alliance	or	 'ruling	 bloc'	 is	 not	
enforced,	 but	 is	 accomplished	 principally	 by	 winning	 the	 consent	 of	 the	 subordinate	
groups,	 through	a	process	of	negotiation,	 incorporation	and	concession	of	elements	of	
subordinate	 culture,	 viewpoints	 and	 demands	 (Procter	 2004).	 With	 the	 concept	 of	
hegemony,	Hall	was	able	to	overcome	the	limitations	of	earlier	Marxist	positions	which	

























as	a	 specific	 form	of	 connection	between	elements	of	an	 'articulated'	 lorry,	where	 the	
front	and	the	back	can,	but	need	not,	be	connected	to	one	another.	Hence,	he	argues:	
An	 articulation	 is	 thus	 the	 form	 of	 connection	 that	 can	 make	 a	 unity	 of	 two	




can	 be	 rearticulated	 in	 different	 ways	 because	 they	 have	 no	 necessary	
'belongingness'.	 The	 'unity'	which	matters	 is	 a	 linkage	between	 the	articulated	
discourse	 and	 the	 social	 forces	 with	 which	 it	 can,	 under	 certain	 historical	
conditions,	but	need	not	necessarily	be	connected	(Hall	1996a,	p.	141).	
The	role	of	the	media	from	this	perspective	is	that	of	articulating	disparate	elements	in	






The	work	 of	 Hall	 and	 Foucault	may	 appear	 very	 different.	 The	 former,	 coming	 from	 a	






more	 subtly	 and	 pervasively	 through	 all	 spheres	 of	 social,	 political	 and	 cultural	 life.	
Furthermore,	when	the	work	of	Foucault	was	introduced	in	the	Cultural	Studies	discipline,	
Hall	welcomed	 the	 concept	of	discourse,	but	 could	not	 come	 to	 terms	with	Foucault’s	
conceptualisation	of	power,	claiming	that	the	abandonment	of	the	‘ideological’	leads	to	a	
disavowal	 of	 a	 systematic	 analysis	 of	 power	 as	 a	 structuring	 force	 (Hall	 1996a).	 Lastly,	
Foucault	was	almost	celebratory	of	neoliberalism	towards	the	end	of	his	life	(Veyne	with	




committed	 to	producing	historical	 and	anti-essentialist	 theorisations:	 Foucault’s	 radical	
contextualism	is	built	on	similar	presumptions	to	Hall’s	conjuncturalism	(Fiske	2005).	Both	
authors	are	 less	 concerned	with	 issues	of	origins	and	causality,	 than	with	questions	of	
conditions	 of	 possibility	 and	 overdetermination.	 Both	 recognise	 the	 non-unity	 of	 the	
subject,	but	equally	reject	a	postmodern	dismissal	of	identity,	arguing	instead	that	identity	
and	difference	are	historically	and	contextually	determined.	Hall	and	Foucault	are	similarly	




Furthermore,	 in	 his	 chapter	 ‘The	Meaning	of	New	Times’	 (1989)	Hall	 came	 to	 express	
himself	in	a	very	Foucauldian	way,	claiming:		




one	 ’power	 game’	 at	 all,	 more	 a	 network	 of	 strategies	 and	 powers	 and	 their	
articulations	(p.	130).	





By	 combining	 the	 scholarship	 of	 Hall	 and	 Foucault,	 this	 thesis	 aims	 to	 re-introduce	















endeavour;	 it	 is	 important	 instead	to	understand	the	way	cultural	discourses	of	gender	





some	 issues	 in	 relation	 to	 its	conceptualisation	of	media	 representations	of	gender.	By	












Butler	 (1990)	draws	 from	Foucault's	work	on	power/discourse	and	marks	 identity	as	a	
discursive	effect,	meaning	that	 identity	 is	not	pre-social,	unified	and	coherent,	but	 it	 is	
constructed	as	such	through	the	working	of	discourse.	Hence,	she	claims	that	individuals	
do	not	exist	prior	to	or	outside	of	discourse;	instead	their	subjectivity	is	created	through	
it.	This	process	 is	called	subjectivation	(Foucault	2010),	 in	the	sense	that	the	 individual	
acquires	its	status	as	subject	whilst	being	subjugated	to	power	(Butler	1997a).	Thus,	Butler	
claims	that	there	is	'no	doer	behind	the	deed’	(Butler	1990,	p.	142),	no	agent	before	the	




(1971)	 with	 Foucault's	 process	 of	 'subjectivation'	 and	 develops	 a	 nuanced	 theory	 of	
subject	formation	and	constraint.	According	to	Althusser,	ideology	constitutes	the	subject,	
such	 that	 the	 subject	 and	 its	 consciousness	 emerge	 from	 a	 process	 of	 ideological	
'interpellation'.	Althusser	(1971)	famously	defines	ideology	as	'the	imaginary	relationship	
of	 individuals	 to	 their	 real	 conditions	 of	 existence’	 (p.	 153),	 by	 which	 he	means	 that	
ideology	works	as	a	medium	between	the	individual	and	the	reality	of	living	in	a	capitalist	
society,	 smoothing	 over	 the	 contradictions	 and	 problems	 of	 living	 in	 such	 a	 system.	






specific	 subject	 positions,	 which	 people	 come	 to	 inhabit	 in	 a	 process	 of	 'subjection'.	
Hence,	he	argues	that	'all	ideology	has	the	function	(which	defines	it)	of	“constructing”	
concrete	individuals	as	subjects’	(Althusser	1971,	p.	171).	'Interpellation'	is	the	term	that	






to	 its	 specific	 patterns	 of	 thought	 and	 modes	 of	 behaviour,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	
misrecognising	itself	to	be	autonomous	and	free.	
	








[…]	 Hence	 subjection	 is	 neither	 simply	 the	 domination	 of	 a	 subject	 not	 its	
production,	but	designates	a	certain	kind	of	restriction	in	production,	a	restriction	








focuses	 on	 injurious	 speech	 acts	 and	 hate	 speech,	 explaining	 how	 the	 subject's	
dependence	 on	 speech	 acts	 for	 its	 own	 very	 existence	 also	 means	 the	 subject's	
vulnerability	to	forms	of	hate	speech.	She	argues:	
There	is	no	way	to	protect	against	that	primary	vulnerability	and	susceptibility	to	














the	modernist	 notion	 that	 the	 individual	 is	 born	with	 a	 fixed,	 pre-social	 and	 coherent	
identity.	Butler	(1990)	claims	that	one	way	in	which	identity	is	embodied	is	through	the	
category	of	gender,	which	is	believed	to	be	immutable,	natural	and	essential.	She	argues	
instead	that,	 just	as	 identity,	gender	 is	too	a	fiction,	and	one	which	creates	the	gender	
characteristics	and	behaviours	that	are	said	to	be	natural	and	universal.	However,	this	does	
not	 imply	 a	 'self'	 which	 exists	 prior	 to	 the	 assumption	 of	 gender,	 and	 which	 then	








sentence	 'it's	 a	 girl!',	 this	 does	 not	 explain	 a	 state	 of	 affairs,	 but	 initiates	 a	 string	 of	
interpellations	which	will	lead	the	child	into	her	gendered	self	(Butler	1993).	For	power	to	
endure,	its	regulatory	mechanisms	must	be	reiterated;	therefore,	gender	norms	produce	










In	 Butler's	 theory	 heterosexuality	 has	 a	 fundamental	 role	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 two	
separate	genders.	For	Butler	(1990)	a	'stable'	and	'coherent'	sense	of	gender	is	the	result	
of	the	assumption	of	those	characteristics,	habits	and	gestures	which	make	an	individual	
intelligible	 to	 society,	 where	 intelligibility	 is	 understood	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 coherence	 of	
gender	(masculinity	or	femininity),	sex	(male	or	female)	and	desire	(heterosexuality).	She	
understands	the	gender	binary	and	the	continuity	between	the	categories	of	sex,	gender	




gender	 relations	 is	 impossible.	 Their	 interrelation	may	have	 a	necessity	 that	 is	 neither	










Postructuralist	 theories	 that	 celebrate	 movement,	 transformation	 and	 becoming	 have	
been	criticised	for	neglecting	the	physical	body,	consequently	falling	into	the	traditional	
Western	 patriarchal	 philosophical	 dichotomy	 body/mind,	 favouring	 the	 latter	 (and	
masculine)	term	of	the	binary	(Bordo	1990).	However,	in	Bodies	That	Matter	(1993),	Butler	
states	that	'the	claim	that	a	discourse	“forms”	the	body	is	no	simple	one,	and	from	the	










is	 necessarily	 mediated	 by	 language/discourse.	 Therefore,	 what	 to	 some	 looks	 like	 a	
disregard	for	the	materiality	of	the	body	has	to	be	understood	in	terms	of	the	irreducible	









a	philosophical	 fantasy	of	 transcendence,	where	 the	Cartesian	split	between	body	and	




transcending	 the	 body	 once	 more,	 postructuralist	 discourses	 of	 subjectivity	 refuse	 to	
recognise	the	fact	that	one	is	always	located	in	space	and	time	(Pritchard	2000).		
	
Butler	 (1993)	dismisses	 such	 'bad	 reading',	which	 legitimises	 transgressive	cultural	and	
sexual	 practices	 as	 uncomplicated	 forms	 of	 recreational	 resistance,	 by	 stating	 that	 a	
person	 cannot	wake	up	 in	 the	morning	 and	decide	which	 gender	he/she	wants	 to	be.	
Butler	(2004)	does	not	underestimate	the	importance	of	the	material	conditions	in	which	










the	 idea	of	 finding	one's	own	 subjectivity	underneath	 the	 impositions	of	 the	Symbolic	
Order	is	an	empty	endeavour.	According	to	Butler	there	is	nothing	before	power's	call	to	
subjectivation,	 therefore	there	 is	no	authentic	self	 to	which	we	can	get	 to	through	the	
Italian	 practice	 of	 partire	 da	 sè	 [starting	 from	 one's	 own	 self],	 which	 Italian	 feminist	












(2012).	 The	 authors,	 instead	 of	 claiming	 that	 television	 mis-represents	 the	 reality	 of	
women's	lives	and	occupations,	argue	that	the	medium	contributes	to	constructing	reality	
and,	hence,	has	also	a	role	in	defining	gender	and	gender	relations.	By	referencing	Butler,	
Foucualt	and	de	Lauretis,	Garibaldo	&	Zapperi	 (ibid.)	 see	 television	 images	 in	 terms	of	
'technologies	of	gender'	 (de	Lauretis	1987)	 that	create	gender	 identity	rather	than	 just	




















the	 television	medium.	The	use	of	 'sight',	 and	of	 theoretical	 paradigms	which	develop	




the	authors	 call	 'lo	 scambio	 sessuo-economico'	 [the	 sexual-economic	exchange]	 (p.	71)	
that	has	characterised	Berlusconismo.	While	this	is	of	great	importance	for	the	analysis	of	
some	aspects	of	Italian	culture	and	of	female	subjectivity,	this	is	only	one	side	of	Italian	


















both	 female	 and	male	 genders,	with	 the	media	 encouraging	people	 to	work	hard	 and	
improve,	the	body	becoming	a	project,	and		this	being	enhanced	by	dieting,	fitness,	plastic	
surgery,	 tattoos,	 piercings,	 and	 so	 on.	 This	 focus	 on	 the	 self,	 and	 the	 message	 of	
autonomous	choice	that	is	implied,	contributes	to	the	mystification	of	gender	inequality.	
	
This	 work	 by	 Capecchi	 (2009)	 is	 undoubtedly	 an	 important	 contribution	 to	 Italian	
scholarship	 on	 gender	 and	 the	 media,	 introducing	 a	 number	 of	 crucial	 authors	 and	
perspectives	 for	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 media	 images	 and	
processes	of	embodiment	and	subjectification.	However,	this	can	only	be	a	starting	point,	
as	the	body,	and	the	 increasingly	stricter	constraints	placed	on	it,	 is	only	one	aspect	of	
post-feminist	 culture.	 This	 research	 wishes	 to	 expand	 to	 encapsulate	 how	 media	
representations	 of	 female	 bodies,	 subjectivities	 and	 sexualities	 work	 with	 neoliberal	







fundamental	 importance	 in	 Foucault's	 theorisation	 of	 the	 emergence	 of	 biopolitics	 in	
Europe,	 precisely	 because	 sexuality	 is	 found	 ‘at	 the	 juncture	 of	 the	 body	 and	 the	
50	
	
population’	 (p.	 147),	 this	 topic	 area	 is	 not	 given	 any	 attention	 in	 his	 analysis	 of	
neoliberalism	 in	 The	 Birth	 Of	 Biopolitics	 (2010).	 However,	 gender	 and	 sexuality	 are	 of	






agency,	being	consumers	of	products	and	 services	of	 the	 sex	 industry	and	deliberately	
playing	with	sexism	and	sexist	symbols	associated	with	male	desire.	Attwood	(2006)	claims	
that	 'a	whole	 series	 of	 signifiers	 are	 linked	 to	 connote	 a	 new,	 liberated	 contemporary	
sexuality	 for	women;	 sex	 is	 stylish,	 a	 source	 of	 physical	 pleasure,	 a	means	 of	 creating	
identity,	a	form	of	body	work,	self-expression,	a	quest	for	individual	fulfilment’	(p.	86).	
	
McNair	 (2002)	 sees	 the	 sexualisation	 of	 women	 as	 a	 positive	 move	 towards	 a	
'democratisation	of	desire',	claiming	that	the	positive	representation	of	women	in	control	










debates	about	how	active	 female	 sexuality	may	be	 constructed	 in	 culture,	 adding	 that	
there	is	a	tendency	between	some	feminist	critics	to	see	any	change	in	the	construction	
of	 femininity	 as	 part	 of	 the	 'same	 old'	 sexist	 discourse,	 thus	 dismissing	 any	 possible	













shaping	 human	 being	who	 aspires	 to	 be	 author	 of	 his	 or	 her	 own	 life,	 the	 creator	 of	
individual	identity,	is	the	central	character	of	our	time’	(p.	22-23).	Giddens	(1991)	and	Lull	
(2006)	similarly	argue	that	modernity	 is	 linked	with	a	self-reflexive	 ‘project	of	 the	self’,	





However,	 the	 accounts	 by	 Beck,	 Beck-Gernsheim,	 Lull	 and	 Giddens	 fail	 to	 adequately	
critique	 the	 trend	 towards	 individualisation,	 over-stressing	 individual	 agency,	 while	
ignoring	the	structural	inequalities	that	continue	limiting	and	narrowing	people's	choices.	
Feminist	critics	have	objected	to	these	almost	celebratory	narrations	of	agency	and	choice,	












feminism	 and	 the	 consequent	 responsibilisation	 of	 the	 individual	 works	 towards	 the	
mystification	 of	 social	 inequality,	 as	 failures	 and	 set	 backs	 are	 attributed	 to	 personal	
deficiencies	and	faults,	rather	than	recognising	the	interlacing	patterns	of	inequality	and	
disadvantage	 that	 continue	 to	 exist	 in	 society.	 Hence,	 the	 result	 is	 that	 it	 is	 women	
themselves	 who	 become	 solely	 responsible	 for	 the	 production	 of	 the	 self,	 as	 well	 as	
becoming	their	harshest	judges	(see	also	Scharff	2011,	2012,	2015;	and	Budgeon	2003,	
2011,	 2015).	 This	 contributes	 to	 the	 depoliticisation	 of	 the	 individual	 and	 to	 what	







arrested,	 going	 to	 strip	 clubs,	 and	 so	 forth.	McRobbie	 (2005;	 2009)	 has	 analysed	 the	
emergence	of	such	subjectivities	and	called	them	'phallic'	following	Butler's	exploration	of	
the	'phallic	lesbian',	or	the	'ladette'.	Butler	claims	that	the	phallic	lesbian	may	disturb	the	
gender	 system	 by	 appropriating	 the	 phallus,	 and	 suggests	 that	 it	 may	 be	 useful	 for	
heterosexual	women	to	do	so	themselves	 (in	McRobbie	2009).	McRobbie	 (2005;	2009)	
understands	 young	 women	 to	 claim	 equality	 to	 their	 male	 peers	 by	 engaging	 in	
traditionally	masculine	behaviours,	and	thus	appropriating	symbols	of	male	power.		
	




presents	herself	 as	 clearly	 feminine,	 so	not	 to	 incur	 in	 the	allegation	of	being	either	a	
feminist	or	a	lesbian.	Her	desirability	is	therefore	not	compromised	as	she	fully	presents	
herself	in	terms	of	heterosexual	desirability	(McRobbie	2009).	Furthermore,	young	men	


















role	 they	 play	 within	 Italian	 neoliberal	 governmentality.	 Indeed,	 as	 it	 will	 be	 argued	
throughout	this	thesis,	women		and	their	sexuality	have	played	a	fundamental	role	in	the	
establishment	of	Berlusconism	and	of	a	neoliberal	governmentality,	by	being	placed	in	the	
position	 of	 both	 empowered	 and	 agentic	 subjects	 and	 of	 victims.	 The	 dichotomous	
representation	of	women	as	either	fully	in	control	of	their	lives	and	choices,	or	as	victims	
of	the	events,	of	others,	and	even	of	their	own	post-feminist	subjectivity,	contributes	to	
an	 individualisation	 of	 experience	 that	 neglects	 structural	 inequalities	 and	 systemic	











which,	 I	have	argued,	has	been	 limited	 in	 its	 theorisation	of	 the	way	Berlusconism	has	

















understand	media	 representations	 of	 femininity	 and	 female	 sexuality,	 and	 the	women	
who	perform	in	the	media,	as	man-made,	fake,	inauthentic	and	even	'masculine'	at	times	
(Boccia	 et	 al.	 2009;	 Zanardo	 2009;	 2011;	 Campani	 2009).	 With	 the	 aid	 of	 the	 work	
developed	in	the	Cultural	Studies	tradition	and	postructuralism,	I	argue	instead	that	the	
media	does	not	misrepresent	reality,	but	 that	 it	 re-presents	 it	 in	particular	ways	which	
often	work	to	produce	and	reproduce	existing	power	relations.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	I	argue	
that	the	media	has	been	one	of	the	fundamental	apparatuses	of	power,	producing	and	






Hence,	 after	 having	 outlined	 the	 theoretical	 framework	 which	 grounds	 this	 research	
project,	the	next	chapter	will	expose	how	these	theoretical	paradigms	have	affected	the	







As	 argued	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 this	 research	 project	 employed	 a	 feminist	
postructuralist	perspective	to	analyse	the	construction	of	female	subjectivity	in	Italy.	By	
doing	so,	 I	wished	to	detach	myself	 from	most	of	the	 literature	produced	 in	 Italy,	 that	
generally	 frames	 media	 as	 producing	 a	 monolithic	 and	 unrealistic	 representation	 of	
femininity,	mainly	 in	 terms	 of	 bodies	 and	 roles,	 which	 constitute	 a	 'gender	 ideology',	
which	 is	 at	 best	 detached	 from	 'real'	 women's	 lives,	 and	 at	 worst	 manipulates	 and	
oppresses	 young,	 vulnerable	women	 (Zanardo	2009;	Pallotta	2000;	Boccia	et	 al.	 2009;	
Melandri	2009;	Rangeri	2007;	Marzano	2010;	Campani	2009).		
	
In	 contrast	 to	 this	 body	 of	 literature,	 this	 research	 project	 has	 been	 informed	 by	 the	
understanding	that	media	representations	of	female	bodies,	subjectivities	and	sexualities	
participate	in	producing	and	reproducing	normative	gender	identities	and	bodies,	as	well	
as	 reproducing	 unequal	 power	 relations	 which	 permeate	 different	 spheres	 of	 Italian	
culture	and	society.	Hence,	following	this	approach,	there	are	no	'real'	women	untouched	
by	media	 representations,	nor	women	abiding	by	 the	 'false	consciousness'	 sold	by	 the	
media,	but	only	subjects	that	come	into	being	gendered	and	perform	gender	via	(but	not	








the	 latter	 developed	 an	 understanding	 of	 gendered	 subjectivity	 as	 non-essential,	
historical	and	socially	constituted.	Hence,	I	will	first	establish	the	ontological	position	of	






equally	 important	 insight	 about	 this	 project's	 claims	 to	 knowledge.	 Thus,	 after	 the	
discussion	 of	 Foucault	 and	 Butler’s	 work,	 this	 chapter	 will	 engage	 with	 some	 of	 the	
feminist	 critiques	 to	 positivist	 values	 in	 knowledge	 production,	 to	 outline	 the	
epistemological	 stance	 of	 this	 thesis	 and	 to	 sustain	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 claims	 made	
throughout	its	execution.	
	 	




study	method,	 influenced	 by	 the	work	 of	 early	 feminist	 Cultural	 Studies	 scholars.	 The	






Foucault	 (1976;	1977;	1980;	2010)	 takes	 issue	with	 the	notion	of	power	as	 repressive,	
limiting	and	constricting,	claiming	instead	that	power	not	only	regulates	but	also	creates	
attitudes,	 behaviours	 and	 desires.	 Furthermore,	 according	 to	 Foucault	 (1980),	 power	
needs	 to	 be	 understood	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 net-like	 formation,	 which	 circulates	 in	 society	
connecting	 bodies,	 institutions,	 signifying	 systems,	 artefacts,	 and	 so	 on.	 Knowledge	 is	
closely	 interconnected	with	the	working	of	power,	power	producing	while	at	the	same	
time	 being	 sustained	 by	 systems	 of	 knowledge.	 And	 ultimately,	 knowledge	 plays	 a	












as	 the	 discourse	 of	 gender	 or	 the	 discourse	 of	 race	 (Carabine	 2001).	 As	 Hall	 (1992)	
eloquently	describes,	discourse	 is	 'a	group	of	statements	which	provide	a	 language	for	








a	 certain	 way,	 normalising	 certain	 representations	 as	 the	 way	 reality	 is.	 Therefore,	







Foucault	 was	 interested	 in	 unravelling	 the	 entanglement	 of	 knowledge,	 power	 and	
discourse	and	the	way	bodies,	subjectivities,	social	relationships,	ideas	and	truth	claims	
are	created	by	the	interrelation	of	these	forces.	Genealogy	is	the	name	Foucault	(1977)	
gave	 to	 the	 methodological	 approach	 he	 employed	 to	 reveal	 the	 power/knowledge	
networks	 that	 create	 and	 are	 sustained	 through	 discourses.	 Foucault	 (1980)	 was	














second	 part	 of	 the	 chapter.	 However,	 Butler's	 work	 on	 gender	 subjectivity	 has	 been	















Furthermore,	 it	 allows	 an	 analysis	 of	 media	 representations	 of	 gendered	 bodies	 and	
subjectivities	which	takes	into	account	how	different	axes	of	identity	inform	and	modify	






gender	 relations.	 Therefore,	 while	 gender	 issues	 are	 central	 to	 this	 research	 project,	














regarded	 as	 acceptable	 knowledge,	 and	 is	 defined	by	Alcoff	 (1998)	 as	 'a	 philosophical	
enquiry	into	the	nature	of	knowledge,	what	justifies	a	belief,	and	what	we	mean	when	we	




is	 internal	 and	what	 is	 external	 to	 science,	 situating	 it	 within	 its	 cultural	 context	 and	










scientific	 knowledge-seeking	 is	 supposed	 to	 be	 value-neutral,	 objective,	
dispassionate,	disinterested,	 and	 so	 forth.	 It	 is	 supposed	 to	be	protected	 from	
political	 interests,	 goals	 and	 desires	 (such	 as	 feminist	 ones)	 by	 the	 norms	 of	














outside	 of	 subjective	 experience	 and	 that	 knowledge	 can	 provide	 an	 adequate	
representation	 of	 it	 (Hesse-Biber	 2012).	 Postructuralist	 theories,	 such	 as	 the	work	 by	
Derrida,	Foucault,	and	Deleuze	and	Guattari,	had	a	fundamental	role	in	shaking	the	one-
to-one	 correspondence	 between	 experience	 and	 reality.	 The	 employment	 of	
poststructuralist	theories,	such	as	Foucault's,	have	led	some	feminist	epistemologists	to	




not	 only	 provides	 a	 good	 introduction	 to	 these	 debates,	 but	 also	 proposes	 an	




hence	being	 inextricably	connected	with	an	 individualist	conceptualisation	that	 implies	
the	 autonomy	 of	 the	 researcher.	 She	 is	 particularly	 critical	 of	 an	 understanding	 of	
knowledge	in	terms	of	representations,	seeing	it	instead	as	an	activity	rather	than	a	frame	
of	mind.	Hence,	by	employing	the	insights	of	feminist	theorists	and	epistemologists,	as	









research	 across	 the	 disciplines,	 which	 has	 had	 the	 effect	 of	 neglecting	 gender	 as	 an	









the	 development	 of	 knowledge,	 the	work	 by	 hooks	 (1996),	 Harding	 (1991)	 and	 other	























However,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 stress	 that	 by	 the	 term	 ‘experience’	 I	 do	 not	 mean	 life	
experience	as	an	 individual,	but	 I	consider	 the	constructed	nature	of	experience,	 ‘how	
subjects	are	constituted	as	different	 in	the	first	place’	 (Scott	1992,	p.	25).	Scott	 (1992)	
constructs	a	very	effective	critique	of	the	way	experience	has	been	used	as	the	starting	
point	of	knowledge	by	several	historical	analyses.	She	argues	that	these	accounts	tend	to	
understand	 subjects	 as	 pre-existing	 experience,	 failing	 to	 examine	 the	 relationship	







happen	 outside	 of	 established	meanings),	 but	 neither	 is	 it	 confined	 to	 a	 fixed	
order	of	meaning.	Since	discourse	is	by	definition	shared,	experience	is	collective	
as	well	as	individual.	(Scott	1992,	p.	34).	








A	 final	 critique	 to	 positivist	 accounts	 is	 the	 one	 concerning	 positivism's	 criteria	 of	




screened	 out,	which	 translates	 into	 the	 concept	 of	 value-neutrality.	 Indeed,	 to	 take	 a	
political	stance	in	relation	to	the	material	studied	has	been	regarded	with	suspicion	by	
scholars	 committed	 to	 value-free	 research	 and	 objective	 knowledge,	 arguing	 that	 the	
results	 of	 such	 research	 would	 be	 biased,	 only	 confirming	 the	 hypothesis	 of	 the	











seen,	 to	 represent	 while	 escaping	 representation.	 This	 gaze	 signifies	 the	 unmarked	
position	of	Man	and	White’	(Haraway	1988,	p.	581).	Indeed,	writers	such	as	Code	(1991),	
Haraway	(1991),	hooks	(1996)	and	Collins	(1990)	have	questioned	what	kind	of	knowledge	
has	 historically	 been	 given	 a	 privileged	 position	 to	 the	 detriment	 of	 other	 forms	 of	
knowledge	 or	 'subjugated	 knowledges'	 (Collins	 1990).	 They	 have	 shown	 how	 the	











social	 and	 historical	 situatedness.	 Hence,	 diametrically	 opposite	 to	 the	 'gaze	 from	
nowhere'	she	posits	the	idea	of	 'embodied'	accounts	of	truth,	or	 'situated	knowledges'	
(Haraway	 1988):	 the	 acknowledgement	 and	 disclosure	 that	 our	 social	 positioning	
influences	 the	 research	 process.	 From	 this	 point	 of	 view,	 the	 ethical	 position	 of	 the	
researcher	 is	 not	 in	 seeking	 the	 impossible	 task	 of	 providing	 value-free	 and	 objective	
knowledge,	 but	 in	 stating	 self-reflexively	 her/his	 own	 social	 and	 political	 positioning.	
Recognising	one's	own	social	positioning	is	fundamental	for	attending	to	the	conditions	
and	 limitations	 of	 any	 research	 project:	 the	 partiality	 of	 the	 research	 findings;	 the	
impossibility	of	detaching	oneself	 from	emotion,	values	and	beliefs;	accounting	for	the	

















is	 not	 alien	 to	 feminist	 researchers,	 let	 alone	 considered	 a	 drawback	 for	 feminist	
epistemologists	(Jaggar	1996),	who	have	shown	how	interests	and	desires	are	relevant	to	







According	 to	 Carabine	 (2001)	 genealogy	 is	 concerned	 with	 describing	 procedures,	
practices,	 apparatuses	 and	 institutions	 involved	 in	 the	 production	 of	 discourses	 and	
knowledges,	 and	 their	 power	 effects	 (p.	 276).	 This	 research	 project	 consists	 in	 a	
genealogical	exploration	of	the	way	a	particular	set	of	discourses	about	women	and	their	




















point	 in	 Italian	 culture	 through	 Berlusconi	 being	 the	 major	 actor	 in	 instituting	
neoliberalism	and	post-feminism	as	dominant	in	contemporary	Italian	culture.	Hence,	for	
this	research	project	I	have	carried	out	a	historical	analysis	of	the	rise	and	establishment	






the	 conditions	 of	 possibility	 for	 the	 emergence	 of	 post-feminist	 subjectivities	 and	
sexualities	 that	are	explored	 in	 the	 chapters	 that	 follow.	Therefore,	 the	emergence	of	
Berlusconi	as	a	political	figure,	the	rhetoric	of	his	political	message,	the	connections	with	





In	 order	 to	 provide	 an	 extensive	 account	 of	 the	 dispositif	 	 (Foucault	 1980)	 of	 which	
Berlusconi	was	a	driving	 force,	 for	 the	first	part	of	my	research	 I	 focused	on	gathering	
historical	 material	 on	 the	 rise	 and	 establishment	 of	 Berlusconi’s	 political	 and	 media	
power.11	 During	 this	 first	 stage	 of	 my	 research,	 I	 focused	 on	 an	 analysis	 of	 current	
scholarship	on	the	rise	of	Berlusconism,	and	brought	this	material	together	with	the	one	
collected	 through	online	archive	 research	of	publicly	 available	 governmental	 and	non-
governmental	documents	and	newspaper	articles.	The	historical	analysis	of	the	rise	and	
establishment	 of	 Berlusconi’s	 power	 was	 aimed	 at	 exploring	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	












After	 analysing	 Berlusconism	 and	 the	 institutionalisation	 and	 normalisation	 of	 specific	
discourses	of	femininity,	I	shifted	the	focus	of	my	analysis	to	the	investigation	of	the	way	



















lectures	 collected	 in	 The	 Birth	 of	 Biopolitics	 [2010]).	 Furthermore,	 this	 thesis	 takes	
inspiration	from	the	scholarship	produced	by	early	feminist	Cultural	Studies	authors,	who	
often	relied	on	the	case	study	method	in	their	works,	such	as	Janice	Radway	(1984)	who	








Inside	Women's	Magazines	 (1987),	 in	which	 she	 explored	 the	 appeal	 of	 the	magazine	
formula,	whilst	at	the	same	time	assessing	its	limitations	and	potential	for	change.	At	the	
centre	of	the	book	are	three	chapters,	each	being	a	case	study	on	a	specific	publication:	
the	 individual	 and	 family	 values	 of	 Woman's	 Own,	 female	 sexual	 liberation	 in	
Cosmopolitan,	and	the	feminist	politics	of	Spare	Rib.	My	thesis	is	structured	in	a	similar	
way	 to	 Inside	Women's	Magazines,	but	 differs	 from	 it,	 and	 from	 the	 texts	mentioned	
above,	as	its	focus	shifts	from	‘genre’	to	the	'figuration'	of	femininity	in	Berlusconism,	the	










sociological.	Henry,	 Jusová	and	Westerman	 (2014)	borrow	the	 term	from	Braidotti	and	
understand	it	as	both	a	literary	genre	and	as	a	feminist	methodology	of	self-reflexivity.	The	
exploration	of	the	figuration	of	femininity	in	this	thesis	leads	the	project	not	to	look	for	
specific	 subject	 positions,	 but	 to	 ‘map	 emergent	 subjects’	 (ibid.,	 p.	 151),	 taking	 into	
account	the	language	of	and	subjectivity	of	the	researcher.	Ultimately,	rather	than	have	a	
clear	 cut	 classification	 of	 subjectivities	 (such	 as	 the	 exotic	 phallic	 girl,	 the	 Orientalist	
prostitute,	 the	 damaged	 post-feminist	 woman),	 the	 case	 studies	 have	 as	 their	 topic	










































for	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 case	 studies,	 since	 the	 trials	 were	 ongoing	 as	 the	 research	
proceeded,	new	material	becoming	available	throughout	the	research	process.		
	
Case	 study	 research	 can	 be	 structured	 very	 differently:	 from	 single	 case	 to	 multiple	
embedded	case	studies,	where	a	case	study	involves	more	than	one	unit	of	analysis.	Yin	
(2003)	 argues	 that	 the	 evidence	 from	 multiple	 cases	 is	 generally	 considered	 more	
compelling	than	studies	of	single	cases.	Yin,	however,	is	driven	by	a	positivist	approach,	
associating	 multiple	 case	 studies	 with	 wider	 possibility	 of	 generalisation,	 therefore	
privileging	 this	 design	 over	 single	 case	 study.	 This	 research	 project	 does	 not	 follow	 a	
positivist	approach:	it	does	not	seek	to	provide	universal	generalisations,	but	attempts	to	









































the	 added	 value	 of	 having	 a	 third	 'spectacular'	 case	 study	 that	 simply	 reiterates	 the	











three	 different	 representations	 of	 agentic	 sexuality,	 by	which	 I	mean	 forms	 of	 female	
sexuality	 that	 depart	 from	more	 traditional	 representations	 as	 docile,	 passive	 and	 for	





condemned	 by	 public	 opinion	 and	media	 representations	 (the	 phallic	 subjectivity	 and	










produced	 to	 divide,	 contrast,	 relate	 and	 classify	 the	 kinds	 of	 object	 of	 study.	 The	
court/media	 connection	 of	 each	 case	 study	 produced	 a	 space	 of	 emergence	 for	 the	




















representation	of	 these	women’s	bodies,	 subjectivities	 and	 sexuality	 and	which	power	












have	 chosen	 to	 focus	 on	 newspapers	 because,	 despite	 the	 availability	 of	 a	 variety	 of	
different	sources	online,	online	news	audiences	continue	to	be	concentrated	on	the	same	
major	outlets,	many	of	which	are	news	organisations	already	established	offline	(Hindman	
2009).	 Evidence	 of	 this	 is	 the	 fact	 that	Repubblica	 and	Corriere	 are	 the	 leaders	 in	 the	
market	of	online	publishing,	with	1,6	million	and	1,1	million	daily	views	(Audiweb	2016).	
Furthermore,	the	past	decade	has	seen	a	movement	of	audiences	from	print	editions	to	






The	 newspapers	 have	 been	 selected	 because	 they	 are	 aligned	 with	 different	 political	








The	 decision	 to	 focus	 the	 case	 studies	 on	 online	 newspapers	may	 be	 surprising	 given	
Berlusconi's	 well	 known	 monopoly	 of	 and	 interest	 in	 television.	 However,	 this	 was	 a	
purposeful	choice,	given	that	most	of	the	literature	in	Italy	on	gender	and	the	media	has	
focused	on	the	representation	of	women's	bodies	in	television,	and	has	been	especially	
critical	of	Berlusconi's	 television	channels.	 If	we	are	 to	consider	post-feminism	a	set	of	










and	 television	 personalities	 participated.	 In	 this	 chapter	 I	 engaged	 mainly	 with	 the	
journalistic	coverage	of	the	scandal	and	of	the	trials	which	were	held	after	the	discovery	
that	Karima/Ruby	was	underage.	The	articles	analysed	have	been	retrieved	through	the	





analysed	 were	 then	 selected	 qualitatively,	 choosing	 only	 longer	 articles	 that	 included	
descriptions,	evaluations,	personal	histories,	and	so	on.	The	articles	analysed	as	part	of	
the	case	study	are:	Il	Giornale	-	478	articles,	Repubblica	–	516	articles,	and	Corriere	della	







analyse,	 via	 searching	 key-words	 relating	 to	 the	 case,	 and	 between	 the	 year	 2007	
(discovery	of	Meredith	Kercher's	body)	to	2015	(Raffaele	and	Amanda’s	last	trial).	The	key	
words	 are	 the	 names	 of	 the	 people	 involved	 (for	 example	 'Kercher',	 'Amanda	 Knox',	
'Sollecito',	'Raffaele	Sollecito',	and	so	on,	and	combinations	of	these),	while	for	the	early	
material	 words	 such	 as	 'murder	 Perugia'	 were	 used.	 The	 articles	 were	 selected	
qualitatively	choosing	only	those	that	provided	longer,	more	extensive	descriptions	of	the	
events,	 evaluations,	 narratives,	 and	 so	 on.	Ultimately,	 the	 number	 of	 articles	 analysed	
were	353	from	Corriere	della	Sera,	453	from	Repubblica	and	338	from	Il	Giornale.	
	


























and	 the	 punishment	 reserved	 for	 those	 who	 cannot	 or	 will	 not	 conform	 to	 it.	 In	






























which	 are	 themselves	 interesting	 phenomena	 that	 need	 to	 be	 analysed.	 Secondly,	 a	
quantitative	method	would	not	have		permitted	acknowledgement	of	the	silences	of	the	
texts	-	the	discourses	that	are	disabled	in	media	representations.	Indeed,	absence	is	just	










The	 single	 case	 studies	 are	 approached	 through	 close	 and	 detailed	 investigation,	
contextualising	them	within	wider	societal	and	cultural	dynamics,	in	order	to	interrogate	
what	they	tell	us	about	the	figuration	of	femininity	in	Berlusconism.	The	single	media	texts	
are	 analysed	 through	 a	 Foucault-influenced	 discourse	 analytical	 method,	 that	
'concentrates	 on	 the	 analysis	 of	 knowledge	 formations,	 which	 organise	 institutional	
practices	and	societal	reality	on	a	large	scale’	(Talja	1999,	p.	460).	Through	such	approach	
to	 the	 analysis,	 the	 single	 textual	 instances	 are	 understood	 in	 terms	 of	 practices	 of	
producing	knowledge	and	meanings	in	concrete	contexts	and	institutions.		
	
While	 Foucault	wrote	 extensively	 about	 particular	 institutions	 and	 practices,	 he	 never	




researchers	 developing	 their	 own	 methods,	 tools,	 processes	 and	 vocabulary	 (see	 for	
example:	De	Lauretis	1987;	Potter	&	Wetherell	1987;	Bordo	1993;	Wetherell	1998;	Kendall	
&	Wickham	1999;	 Carabine	 2001;	Hook	 2001,	 2005;	 Keller	 2011,	 2013;	Graham	2011;	
Hanna	 2013).	 While	 not	 all	 of	 these	 authors	 give	 the	 same	 attention	 to	 Foucault's	
'statement',	this	was	a	fundamental	concept	for	the	execution	of	discourse	analysis	in	this	









Remarking	 the	 difference	 between	 linguistic	 forms	 of	 discourse	 analysis	 and	 his	 own,	
Foucault	(1972)	writes:	
The	 question	 posed	 by	 language	 analysis	 of	 some	 discursive	 fact	 or	 other	 is	




grasp	 the	 statement	 in	 the	 exact	 specificity	 of	 its	 occurrence;	 determine	 its	
conditions	with	other	statements	that	may	be	connected	with	it,	and	show	what	
other	forms	of	statements	it	excludes	(p.	27-28).	
Hence,	 Foucault	 understands	 discourse	 analysis	 as	 a	method	 less	 concerned	with	 the	
micro-analysis	 of	 linguistic	 structures	 and	 constructions,	 but	 more	 focussed	 on	 how	
meaning	is	articulated	throughout	texts	in	their	entirety,	as	well	as	across	texts.	Hence,	







of	news	 items,	and	printed	 the	news	articles	 for	analysis.	 I	 then	organised	 the	articles	
chronologically	 and	 proceeded	 to	 read	 them,	 to	 identify	 various	 themes,	 categories,	
representations	 and	 objects.	 While	 doing	 this	 work	 I	 detected	 the	 main	 themes	 that	
needed	 further	 investigation	 and	 research,	 engaging	 with	 the	 relevant	 literature,	
especially	in	terms	of	feminist	debates	surrounding	the	topics	that	arose	from	this	reading.	
For	 the	 Amanda	 Knox	 case	 study	 I	 engaged	 with	 feminist	 criminology,	 for	 the	 Ruby	
Rubacuori	case	I	explored	feminist	scholarship	on	sex	work,	while	for	the	Sara	Tommasi	
case	 I	 read	 literature	 about	 celebrity,	 as	 well	 as	 feminist	 scholarship	 on	 women	 and	
madness.	 These	 were	 important	 fields	 to	 explore	 in	 order	 to	 appreciate	 the	 different	




sorting	 and	 coding	 has	 been	 useful	 to	 single	 out	 the	 different	 units	 which	 appear	
throughout	 the	 texts,	 noticing	 patterns	 of	 stability,	 discontinuity	 and	 variation.	 The	
following	 step	was	 to	 investigate	how	 these	units	 connect	 in	 relatively	 coherent	ways,	









explicitly	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 analysis,	 isolating	 quotations	 that	 illustrated	 clearly	 the	
statements	and	discourses	about	female	subjectivity	and	sexuality	that	emerged	 in	the	










Indeed,	 silences	 are	 just	 as	 important	 to	 what	 is	 made	 explicit	 in	 the	 text,	 revealing	
important	 information	 about	 what	 kinds	 of	 meanings	 are	 abled	 or	 disabled	 when	
approaching	the	topic	from	a	particular	position.	Furthermore,	attention	should	also	be	









The	most	 common	 critiques	 to	 the	 case	 study	method	 is	 that	 it	 lacks	 generalisability,	
validity	and	reliability,	criteria	which	have	been	perceived	as	fundamental	for	the	integrity	
of	the	research	project	(Cutler	2004).	Generalisability	in	its	more	traditional	sense	has	to	
do	 with	 providing	 universal	 'truths'	 about	 the	 world,	 the	 knowledge	 produced	 being	
context-independent	and	directed	towards	prediction	and	control	(Lincoln	&	Guba	2000).	
However,	 as	 postmodern,	 post-colonial	 and	 feminist	 critiques	 have	 shown,	 universal	















are	 followed	 (Yin	 2003).	 These	 criticisms	 can	 be	 responded	 to	 by	 endorsing	 feminist	
critiques	to	traditional	epistemology	which	have	been	explained	at	length	above.	Indeed,	
the	 social	 position	 of	 the	 researcher,	 and	 his/her	 politics	 and	 emotions,	 cannot	 be	











for	 collection	 and	 analysis	 of	 the	 research	 material;	 and	 the	 acknowledgement	 and	
assessment	of	discrepancies	and	counter-evidence.	Hence,	they	argue	that	'[b]y	making	
criteria	explicit,	 and	comparing	 them	with	 those	used	by	others,	 researchers	and	 their	
readers	can	identify	varying	connections	between	ideas,	experience	and	possible	realities,	
and	submit	these	connections	to	critical	appraisal	(p.	138).	The	role	of	this	methodology	
































a	 specific	 object,	 group	 of	 people	 or	 institution,	 which	 produces	 both	 meaning	 and	
material	effects.	
	



























In	 the	 previous	 chapter	 I	 have	 explored	 the	 way	 Foucault,	 Butler	 and	 postructuralist	
feminist	epistemology	have	affected	the	research	methodology	and	design.	This	chapter	
is	 also	 informed	 by	 the	 same	 paradigms	 and	 frameworks,	 developing	 a	 genealogy	 of	
Berlusconism	 by	 untangling	 the	 networks	 of	 power	 that	 constitute	 it	 and	 that	 have	
intersected	 in	 the	 figure	 of	 Silvio	 Berlusconi,	 and	 the	 way	 gender	 discourses	 have	





democratically	elected	on	 three	 separate	occasions	 (1994	 -	 1995;	2001	 -	 2006;	2008	 -	
2011)	and	becoming	the	longest	serving	politician	in	Italian	post-war	history.		
	







et	 al.	 (2009)	 and	 Gibelli	 (2010),	 who	 have	 seen	 Berlusconi's	 project	 as	 a	 cultural	 and	
political	 operation	 where	 control	 of	 economic	 resources,	 communication,	 and	 the	
conquest	of	political	power	have	become	intertwined	as	never	before.	This	thesis	adds	a	
more	 Foucauldian	 understanding	 of	 Berlusconism,	 by	 arguing	 that	 embodied	 and	 dis-















This	 chapter	 is	 a	 genealogical	 analysis	 of	 Berlusconism,	 from	 its	 emergence	 to	 its	
consolidation.	Drawing	on	Foucault’s	notion	of	dispotif	(Foucault	2010,	p.	19),	I	will	show	
that	Berlusconism	is	 found	at	the	 intersections	of	networks	of	power	that	run	through	
assemblages	 of	 discourses,	 orders	 of	 knowledge,	 institutional	 practices,	 processes	 of	
subjectification,	and	so	on.	Berlusconi	represents	a	nodal	point	of	this	web-like	formation.	
Hence,	 this	 chapter	 argues	 that	 in	 Berlusconism	 populism,	 neoliberalism,	






Berlusconi	 is	 understood	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	major	 players	 in	 its	 establishment,	 via	 his	
ownership	and	control	of	the	media	since	the	late	1970s,	and	then	because	of	his	active	
participation	in	politics	since	1994.	The	chapter	then	moves	to	explore	how	the	media	has	
taken	 a	 central	 role	 as	 an	 apparatus	 of	 power	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 instrumental	 use	 in	
Berlusconi’s	 political	 campaigning,	 of	 the	 way	 Berlusconi’s	 business-like	 attitude	 and	
success	was	 fundamental	 to	gain	consent,	and	of	how	his	 influence	on	national	media	
participated	 in	 creating	 a	 culture	 favourable	 to	 his	 political	 message.	 Ultimately,	 the	
concentration	of	political,	media	and	cultural	power	in	Berlusconi’s	hands	has	led	to	an	
intensification	 of	 state	 control,	 growing	 intolerance	 to	 ‘otherness’	 and	 the	 erosion	 of	









women's	 participation	 in	 work	 and	 politics,	 this	 focus	 on	 gender	 equality	 has	 been	



































prosperous	 middle-class,	 both	 the	 traditional	 bourgeoisie	 and	 the	 new	 dynamic	
entrepreneurial	 class	which	was	developing	due	 to	 the	miracolo	economico	 [economic	
miracle]	 (Ginsborg	 2004).	 15	 Among	 the	many	 services,	 such	 as	 a	 hotel,	 a	 conference	
centre,	six	schools,	a	church,	a	running	track,	swimming	pools	and	underground	parking,	




In	 1977,	 immediately	 after	 the	 Constitutional	 Court	 freed	 frequencies	 from	 state	
monopoly	 in	1976,	 	TeleMilano	 started	broadcasting	to	the	entire	city	of	Milan	 from	a	
studio	 built	 in	 the	 Jolly	Hotel	 in	Milano	 2	 (Berardi	 et	 al.	 2009).	 The	 lack	 of	 regulation	
thereafter,	 the	 employment	 of	 loopholes	 and	 Berlusconi's	 close	 political	 ties,	 allowed	
Berlusconi's	 company,	 Fininvest,	 to	 gain	 unconstrained	 control	 of	 the	 commercial	
television	market.	TeleMilano	became	a	quasi-national	channel	in	1980,	taking	the	name	
of	Canale	5	 (Hibberd	2007).	 In	January	1983	Berlusconi	acquired	 Italia	1	and	 in	August	





















2008).	 Such	 acquisitions	 firmly	 placed	 Berlusconi	 as	 one	 of	 the	 main	 actors	 in	 the	
publishing	 industry	 in	 Italy,	which	had	 started	as	early	as	1979,	when	he	acquired	 the	
conservative	national	newspaper	Il	Giornale	(Poli	2005).	He	was	later	forced	to	relinquish	
the	newspaper	 following	the	Broadcasting	Act	 in	1990,	 that	 introduced	 limits	 to	cross-
ownership,	however	he	found	a	way	to	maintain	control	on	the	paper	by	handing	it	over	
to	 his	 brother	 Paolo	 (Mazzoleni	 1995).	 Furthermore,	 in	 1989	 Fininvest	 entered	 the	
















troubles,	 the	 trials	 multiplying	 and	 expanding.	 Ultimately,	 it	 was	 only	 through	 his	
connections	with	the	leading	political	party,	the	Democrazia	Cristiana,	and	his	personal	
friendship	with	the	leader	of	the	Partito	Socialista	Italiano,	Bettino	Craxi,	that	he	could	
acquire	 such	 an	 impressive	 economic	 empire.17	 Possibly,	 it	was	 the	decade	before	his	
entrance	into	politics	which	shaped	his	own	political	agenda,	having	understood	that	the	






Republic,18	 Berlusconi	 entered	 the	 political	 arena	 in	 1994	 presenting	 himself	 and	 his	
brand-new	party	Forza	Italia	as	a	new	political	force	for	change,	detached	from	the	old	
corrupted	 political	 class	 and	 closer	 to	 the	 people.	 Despite	 his	 close	 (but	 unofficial)	
involvement	 in	 politics	 since	 the	 very	 beginning	 of	 his	 entrepreneurial	 career,	 he	was	
successful	in	portraying	himself	as	breaking	from	the	past	and,	unexpectedly	for	the	Left,	

































































as	 far	 as	 stating	 to	 have	 studied	 her	 autobiography	 (Gundle	&	 Parker	 1996).	While	 a	
number	of	think-tanks	for	the	Right	have	been	created	since	the	early	2000s,	these	seem	


















became	 established	 internationally	 also	 through	 international	 institutions	 such	 as	 the	
World	Bank,	the	 IMF	(International	Monetary	Fund)	and	the	World	Trade	Organization	
(WTO)	(Harvey	2005).	These	organisations	fully	endorsed	neoliberal	economic	directives	
of	 trade,	 and	 through	 'structural	 adjustment'	 programmes	 -	 for	 Curran	 (2000)	 a	





for	 the	 convergence	 of	 European	 countries	 (among	 which	 Italy)	 towards	 neoliberal	
policies,	 such	 as	 the	 Maastricht	 agreement	 of	 1991	 and	 particular	 economic	 policy	
requirements	for	entrance	in	the	European	Union	(Harvey	2005).	
	
This	 is	not	 to	argue	 that	 Italian	neoliberalism	 is	 the	 same	as	 the	British	and	American	
experiences.	Indeed,	neoliberalism	is	not	a	unified	phenomenon,	but	there	are	unlimited	




(Ong	 2006).	 Consequently,	 the	 definition	 of	what	 neoliberalism	 is,	 has	 been	 object	 of	




The	more	 popular	 frameworks	 used	 to	 analyse	 neoliberalism	 have	 been:	 neo-marxist	
analyses	 which	 frame	 neoliberalism	 in	 terms	 of	 an	 ideology	 such	 as	 Harvey's	 (2005);	
Foucauldian	 conceptualisations	 of	 neoliberalism	 as	 governmentality	 (2010);	 the	
interpretation	of	neolibealism	as	a	hegemonic	 system,	 such	as	Hall's	 (2011);	 the	more	
recent	 understanding	 of	 neoliberalism	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 global	 assemblage	 (Collier	&	Ong	
2005)	or	mobile	technology	(Ong	2006);	and	finally	neoliberalism	as	an	'abstract	machine'	



























intersection	 of	 media,	 political	 and	 economic	 power,	 and	 thus	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	





proposes	 that	human	well-being	 can	best	be	advanced	by	 liberating	 individual	




Harvey	 (2005)	 continues	 by	 stating	 that	 neoliberalism	 has	 become	 so	 pervasive	 as	 to	







of	 institutions,	 programmes,	 processes	 of	 subjectification,	 and	 discourses	 that	 equally	
contribute	to	the	establishment	and	reproduction	of	neoliberalism.	Hence	why	I	need	to	
resort	 to	Foucault’s	 (2010)	work,	who	departs	 from	the	materialism	that	characterises	









on	 the	 productive	 force	 of	 discourse	 he	 engaged	 with	 in	 his	 previous	 work	 (1976),	
Foucault	goes	on	to	analyse	the	very	specific	 form	power-discourse	takes	 in	neoliberal	
times,	and	 the	production	of	 the	neoliberal	 subject.	Brown	 (2005)	develops	Foucault's	
concept	of	governmentality	to	describe	the	working	of	neoliberalisation,	as	 'a	mode	of	
governance	encompassing	but	not	limited	to	the	state,	and	one	that	produces	subjects,	
forms	 of	 citizenship	 and	 behaviour,	 and	 new	 organization	 of	 the	 social’	 (p.	 37).	
Neoliberalism	 as	 a	 form	 of	 governmentality	 produces	 the	 neoliberal	 entrepreneurial	
subject,	one	who	perceives	him/herself	and	her/his	relations	with	society	at	large	and	its	
institutions	 in	 economic	 terms,	 such	 as	 profitability,	 supply	 and	 demand,	 absolute	
advantage	 and	 so	 on.	 Ultimately,	 the	 subject	 becomes	 a	 homo	 œconomicus,	 an	











for	 everybody	 (Harvey	 2005).	 However,	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 instead	 of	 generating	























has	 throughout	 the	 20th	 century	 been	 much	 more	 state-centric	 than	 liberal,	 and	
Berlusconi's	 governments	much	 less	 committed	 to	 liberal	 reforms	 than	 the	 centre-left	
(McCann	2007).	However,	such	'irregularities'	 in	the	application	of	neoliberal	principles	



















somewhat	 'regressive'	 conservative	 ones	 has	 been	 observed	 in	 Thatcherism	 by	 Hall	
(1988),	who	 identified	 it	as	a	process	of	 'regressive	modernisation',	where	a	nostalgic,	
backward	looking	to	an	older	'golden	age'	grounds	and	legitimates	a	particular	vision	of	
















to	 represent	 the	 interests	 of	 a	 variety	 of	 Italians	 across	 different	 socio-economic	
backgrounds.	 He	 did	 so	 through	what	Hall	 (1988)	 defines	 'authoritarian	 populism':	 an	
intensification	 of	 state	 control	 and	 the	 gradual	 erosion	 of	 many	 of	 the	 fundamental	








difficulty	 has	 been	 the	 negative	 status	 which	 the	 adjective	 'populist'	 has	 achieved	 in	
scholarly	 and	 mainstream	 discourses,	 which	 has	 had	 the	 effect	 of	 marking	 populist	
movements	as	simplistic,	emotional	and	extremist	(Mudde	2004).		
	






















Berlusconi's	 Right	 has	 managed	 to	 represent	 the	 power	 bloc	 in	 terms	 of	 statism,	
bureaucracy,	the	Left	and	the	judiciary,	while	on	the	side	of	'the	people'	is	Berlusconi	and	
all	 that	 he	 stands	 for:	 individualism,	 freedom,	 personal	 initiative,	 and	 so	 on.	 The	
omnipresence	of	the	term	libertà	(freedom)	in	the	names	of	his	party	and	coalitions	(Casa	




sense	 of	 freedom	 from	 interference	 and	 obstruction.	 The	 state,	 with	 its	 'oppressive	








limit	 people's	 freedoms	 by	 enforcing	 a	 controlling,	 rigorous	 and	 overbearing	 state.	
Competition	 is	heralded	as	the	means	to	 increase	 liberty,	such	that	every	 limitation	to	
competition	 is	 framed	 as	 an	 attack	 to	 the	 freedom	 and	 rights	 of	 everyone	 (ibid.).	
Communism	 instead	 is	 framed	 in	 terms	 of	 'regime'	 and	 'ideology',	 thus	 as	 that	which	
viciously	attempts	 to	mould,	control	and	obfuscate	people's	consciousness	and	action.	
Therefore,	 a	 postmodern	 attack	 on	 grand-narratives	 is	 used	 to	 discredit	 Berlusconi's	



















of	 immigration,	 and	 its	 perceived	 dangers	 of	 delinquency,	 crime	 and	 violence,	 the	
eradication	of	prostitution	 in	the	streets,	and	the	danger	of	the	 'black	blocs'	at	the	G8	
summit	 in	 Genoa.24	 On	 a	 cultural	 level,	 moral	 degeneration	 has	 also	 been	 addressed	






















Nonetheless,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 stress	 that	 Berlusconi’s	 neoliberal	 project	 differs	 from	
Thatcherism	in	several	ways.	The	first	one	is	its	reliance	on	gender	and	female	sexuality	
in	his	populist	and	nationalist	rhetoric	and	politics.	As	it	will	be	further	explored	below,	





and	 on	 the	 policing	 authorities,	 Berlusconi’s	 neoliberal	 authoritarian	 populism	 has	
effectively	undermined	 the	 authority	 and	autonomy	of	 those	 institutions	which	 are	 in	





















media	 production)	 is	 an	 increasingly	 central	 dimension	 of	 power	 in	 contemporary	
societies’	 (p.	4).	When	 looking	at	 Italian	politics	since	the	1980s	the	power	that	media	
industries	are	able	to	exercise	appears	self-evident:	the	leverage	Berlusconi	was	able	to	







fact,	 Berlusconi	 was	 closely	 involved	 in	 politics	 since	 the	 very	 beginning	 of	 his	
entrepreneurial	career,	although	behind-the-scenes.	Ultimately,	as	Berardi	et	al.	(2009)	
argue,	what	happened	in	Italy	is	not	an	isolated	case,	but	'represents	a	process	that	was	






understand	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 media	 in	 Italian	 culture	 in	 its	 role	 as	 a	 signifying	
institution.	The	media,	as	an	institutional	and	discursive	practice,	works	at	the	intersection	
of	relations	of	power	and	knowledge,	disseminating	society's	'regime	of	truth',	that	is:	












mechanisms	 and	 instances	 which	 enable	 one	 to	 distinguish	 true	 and	 false	









The	 media	 is	 only	 one	 apparatus	 through	 which	 knowledge	 is	 made	 available	 to	
individuals,	as	discourses	appear	across	different	linguistic	and	non-linguistic	means	and	
at	more	than	one	institutional	setting.	However,	as	the	world	becomes	increasingly	reliant	
on	 the	 fast	 circulation	 of	 information	 and	 images	 (Curran	&	 Couldy	 2003),	 the	media	





being	 'roccaforti	 della	 sinistra	 [strongholds	 of	 the	 Left]’	 (Turi	 2011,	 p.	 38),	 which	 has	





































among	 them	 the	prohibition	 for	 television	 channels	 to	broadcast	 spot-ads	and	 for	 the	
press	to	publish	advertisements	for	parties	or	candidates	in	the	30	days	prior	to	elections,	




since	 women's	 participation	 in	 paid	 work	 is	 especially	 low	 in	 comparison	 to	 other	













neoliberal	 rationality	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 political	 sphere	 is	 itself	 conceptualised	 in	
economic	 terms,	 such	 that	 the	 government	 is	 itself	 evaluated	 in	 terms	 of	 costs	 and	









an	 independent	 market	 research	 company,	 however,	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 fact,	 Daikron,	
Fininvest	 and	Forza	 Italia	were	 so	 intertwined	as	 to	be	 inseparable	 (Farrell	 1995).	 The	




After	 having	 discovered	 Italians'	 desires	 and	 concerns,	 Berlusconi	 designed	 a	 populist	
political	 message	 grounded	 on	 an	 anti-communist	 rhetoric,	 the	 promise	 of	 a	 new	
economic	miracle	 and	 the	 boosting	 of	 Italy's	 international	 prestige	 (Mazzoleni	 1995).	
Laclau	(1977)	stresses	the	importance	of	antagonistic	relations	which	arise	through	the	
dichotomisation	of	the	social	space	around	an	internal	frontier.	Indeed,	one	of	the	most	
recurrent	 features	 of	 populist	 rhetoric	 is	 the	 drawing	 of	 a	 division	 between	 a	 unified	
'people'	 against	 the	 'élite',	 generally	 the	 ruling	 élite	 (Albertazzi	 &	 McDonnel	 2008;	
Canovan	2002;	Mény	&	Surel	2002).	As	Canovan	 (2002)	argues,	 'the	contrast	between	









else	 than	 an	 extension	 of	 the	 will	 of	 the	 people,	 hence	 he	 does	 not	 represent,	 but	





different	 language	 from	the	politichese	of	 the	old	political	 class,	a	 language	which	has	























players.	 Furthermore,	 Croci	 (2001)	 argues	 that	 Berlusconi	 communicates	 through	 the	
subliminal	and	seductive	language	used	by	television	and	advertisers,	the	use	of	catchy	
slogans	and	sing-songs	being	also	clearly	an	imitation	of	the	jingles	and	catchphrases	of	





body	 and	 the	 private	 sphere	 (such	 as	 the	 fascination	 with	 reality	 TV,	 plastic	 surgery,	
human	interest	stories	and	spectacle).	Asquer	(2011)	argues	that	the	‘neo-television’(Eco	
1983)	 of	 the	 1980s	 was	 not	 only	 grounded	 on	 dreams	 and	 illusions	 of	 a	 better	 and	
wealthier	life,	but	also	on	a	certain	accordance	with	people's	lives,	something	which	has	
become	one	of	the	leitmotifs	of	Berlusconi's	political	rhetoric.	Through	an	analysis	of	the	
images,	 topics	 and	 narratives	 presented	 in	 Berlusconi's	 widely	 read	 magazine	 Chi?30	
Asquer	(2011)	finds	a	common	thread	which	is	not	only	representative	of	the	ways	the	





















But	 potentially	 more	 important	 than	 all	 the	 above,	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 via	 his	 oligopoly,	
Berlusconi	was	able	to	disseminate	the	individualist,	hedonistic	and	consumeristic	values	
necessary	 to	 Italian	 society	 to	 accept	 his	 neoliberal	 political	 agenda.	 The	 advent	 of	
commercial	 television	 in	 the	 late	 1970s,	 which	 fortuitously	 coincided	 with	 the	
introduction	of	 colour	 television,	has	been	considered	as	a	 true	 revolution	not	only	 in	
terms	of	the	media	itself,	but	also	in	terms	of	morality,	ideology	and	affiliation	of	Italian	
society	(Gibelli	2010).	Berlusconi’s	media	actively	participated	in	the	important	changes	
which	were	occurring	 in	 Italian	 society	 in	 the	 late	1970s,	 such	as	 the	 secularisation	of	







prestige,	 fame	 and	 glamour,	 such	 that	 in	 the	 advertisements	 which	 accompanied	 his	












gender	 and	 female	 sexuality	 in	 Italian	 media,	 showing	 how	 these	 participated	 in	 the	








also	 to	establish	 and	 legitimise	 specific	ways	of	 conceiving	masculinity,	 femininity	 and	
gender	relations.	Indeed,	the	ideology	and	iconography	diffused	by	Berlusconi's	channels	




Because	of	 the	 limited	 role	women	play	within	 the	media	 industries,	both	at	 levels	of	
executive	 position	 and	 performance,	 whilst	 being	 over-exposed	 and	 hyper-visible,	
Buonanno	(2005)	has	devised	the	phrase	visibilità	senza	potere	(visibility	without	power).	
Similarly,	 a	 research	 conducted	 by	 Censis31	 (2006)	 reports	 that	women's	 presence	 on	
television	relies	more	on	quantity	than	quality:	their	role	is	almost	always	secondary	and	
very	 often	 it	 resembles	décor	 rather	 than	 active	 participation.	 In	 its	 analysis	 of	 the	 7	

























a	 narrow,	 unrealistic	 and	 counterfeited	 kind	 of	 beauty:	 a	 young	 body,	 generally	
characterised	 by	 alarming	 thinness	 and	 big-sized	 breasts,	 allegedly	 representing	what	
men	 desire.	 The	 importance	 of	 having	 a	 beautiful	 body	 is	 reflected	 by	 discourses	 on	
cosmetic	 surgery,	 often	 presented	 by	 female	 hosts,	 which	 suggest	 this	 practice	 to	 be	
almost	necessary	for	(re)gaining	self-confidence	and	for	having	a	successful	social	life.	The	
fact	 that	 older	 women,	 particularly	 older	 feminine	 faces,	 are	 almost	 non-existent	 on	
television	 is	 given	 emphasis	 by	 Zanardo	 (ibid.),	 who	 condemns	 the	 ageism	 of	
representations	of	women's	bodies.	
	
In	 line	with	 the	 critiques	 exposed	 above,	 Giomi	 (ibid.)	 also	 claims	 that	 in	 Berlusconi's	
channels	women	have	been	merely	decorative,	and	at	best	objects	of,	or	instruments	of	
comicality.	But	she	adds	that	the	narratives	produced	do	not	limit	themselves	at	satisfying	
the	 voyeurism	 of	 the	male	 audience,	 but	 sanctions	 the	 figure	 of	 a	middle-aged	man,	
regularly	married,	who	is	besotted	by	the	sexual	appeal	of	young	and	voluptuous	women,	







young	 bodies	 are	 always	 at	 disposal	 of	 men	 of	 any	 age	 or	 size.	 Berlusconi	 himself	
represents,	 to	 some	 extent,	 the	men	 on	 the	 screen;	 but	 differently	 from	 them,	 he	 is	
successful.		
	




The	 rest	 of	 the	 nation	 identified	 with	 the	 limitless	 enjoyment	 of	 the	 Father,	
























We	 cannot	 understand	 Berlusconism	 without	 appreciating	 the	 fact	 that	 its	 neoliberal	




policies	 and	 regulations.	While	 some	 genuine	 efforts	 to	 tackle	 gender	 inequality	 have	
taken	place	(such	as	gender	quotas	illustrated	below),	ultimately	Berlusconi’s	neoliberal	
authoritarian	 populism	 has	 mostly	 been	 characterised	 by	 an	 opportunistic	 and	
instrumental	 use	 of	 gender	 issues	 by	 the	 ruling	 Right,	 all	 the	 while	 Berlusconi	 has	
continued	 to	manifest	 extremely	 sexist	 and	misogynist	 views	and	behaviours.	 The	end	
result	 is	 a	 post-feminist	 culture	 in	 which	 women	 are	 interpellated	 in	 a	 dichotomous	
fashion:	 as	 either	 empowered,	 smart	 and	 driven	 neoliberal	 subjects,	 or	 as	 ‘victims’	





governments	 have,	 to	 some	degree,	 advocated	 for	women’s	 equality	 in	 terms	of	 their	
participation	 and	 status	 in	 work	 and	 politics.	 For	 example,	 Stefania	 Prestagiacomo,	




sitting	 on	 executive	 boards.	 However,	 the	 law	 was	 implemented	 only	 for	 European	
elections,	 leaving	 individual	 regions	 the	 choice	 of	 whether	 to	 adopt	 the	 law	 or	 not.	
Stefania	 Prestagiacomo	was	 also	 responsible	 for	 the	 creation	 of	 three	 volumes	 called	
Italiane	 [‘Italians’	 but	 in	 the	 feminine	 form]	 which	 was	 freely	 distributed	 by	 the	





Furthermore,	 female	members	 of	 Berlusconi's	 party	 have	 benefited	 from	 an	 enlarged	
visibility,	more	than	ever	before	and	more	than	the	Left	wing	female	politicians.	Partially,	
their	 increased	 visibility	 has	 been	 because	 they	 themselves	 incarnate	 post-feminist	
qualities,	such	as	a	hyperfeminine	appearance,	matched	with	entrepreneurial	spirit	and	
neoliberal	views.	Nevertheless,	when	women	did	hold	ministers,	very	few	held	positions	
of	 significant	 importance,	 and	 these	 were	 often	 the	 ones	 generally	 associated	 with	
supposedly	 feminine	 tasks	 and	 capabilities,	 such	 as	Minister	 of	 Education	 and	 of	 the	





Despite	 this	 alleged	 commitment	 to	gender	equality,	 several	policies	put	 in	place	as	a	
result	of	 the	neoliberal	hegemony	which	has	characterised	the	past	 two	decades	have	
involved	women	differently	than	men.	These	 laws,	policies	and	regulations	need	to	be	
placed	 within	 Foucault’s	 (1976;	 2010)	 analysis	 of	 bio-politics,	 in	 that	 their	 ultimate	
objective	is	the	one	of	regulating	and	monitoring	bodies	-	their	movement,	their	activities	








increasing	flexibility	 in	 labour	allocations	 in	both	space	and	time	go	to	capital)’	 (p.	53).	





new	 jobs,	 tackling	 unemployment	 and	 improving	 opportunities	 especially	 for	 women,	
younger	people	and	people	attempting	to	return	to	work	(Galetto	et	al.	2009).	However,	
this	 has	meant	 that	 for	many	women,	 employment	 has	 been	 characterised	 by	 higher	
degrees	of	income	instability,	unskilled	and	low-paid	labour,	temporary	or	part-time	work	
(Fantone	 2007).	 Furthermore,	 the	 shrinking	 of	 public	 funding	 to	 public	 services	 has	
involved	 the	 increase	 of	 short-term,	 project-based	 and	 flexible	 contracts,	 affecting	
women	more	 than	men,	 since	women's	 employment	 rate	within	 public	 institutions	 is	
generally	of	higher	proportion	than	in	non-public	ones.		
	
The	 important	 cuts	 to	 the	 welfare	 system	 have	 also	 affected	 women's	 lives	 more	
dramatically	than	men's,	as	in	Italy	care	work	is	almost	exclusively	women's	responsibility.	
In	a	country	characterised	by	an	ageing	population,	low	fertility	rate	and	a	lack	of	social	





elderly	 members	 within	 the	 same	 household,	 thus	 conserving	 its	 importance	 in	 the	
structure	of	 Italian	society	(ibid.).	 Issues	of	precarity	have	also	shed	light	on	the	often-
over-looked	issue	of	class	difference,	with	women	from	working	class	background	having	
no	 other	 choice	 besides	 accepting	 an	 unskilled	 or	 low-paid	 job,	 while	 middle-class,	
educated	 women	 may	 either	 'decide'	 to	 take	 a	 break	 from	 work	 or	 start	 their	 own	
businesses	(Fantone	2007).	
	
Moreover,	 Berlusconi's	 government,	 with	 the	 important	 contribution	 of	 Bossi,33	 has	
employed	 immigration	 policy	 to	 respond	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 Italian	 businesses,	 by	
significantly	reducing	access	to	permanent	settlement,	while	at	the	same	time	allowing	






devised	 in	 2002	 which	 has	 taken	 the	 name	 of	 Bossi-Fini	 (Law	 189/2002)	 is	 the	 most	




of	 limiting	 the	 working	 possibilities	 of	 immigrant	 women,	 making	 them	 once	 more	
responsible	for	the	reproductive	work,	as	well	as	making	them	more	susceptible	to	job	
insecurities,	 abuses	 and	 exploitations	 (Pojman	 2009).	 The	 Bossi-Fini	 has	 the	 effect	 of	
framing	 immigrants	 in	 terms	of	 their	utility	 to	 the	state,	with	 immigrant	women	being	
encouraged	 to	 supply	 the	 services	 which	 the	 Berlusconi	 government	 has	 withdrawn	
(Trappolin	2005).	
	
As	 well	 as	 domestic	 workers,	 the	 other	 category	 of	 female	 immigrants	 who	 are	
guaranteed	 preferential	 citizenship	 rights	 are	 prostitutes	 (Trappolin	 2005).	 However,	
differently	from	the	former	category,	prostitutes	can	benefit	from	immigration	privileges	
in	 terms	 of	 a	 special	 resident	 permit	 on	 the	 condition	 that	 they	 abandon	 their	
employment.	Foreign	women	who	engage	in	prostitution	are	therefore	framed	in	policy	
discourse	as	'victims'	of	trafficking	in	need	of	state’s	support,	while	Italian	women	who	
similarly	engage	 in	prostitution	are	virtually	 ignored.34	The	association	of	 immigration,	
																																																						
34	In	2008	the	Minister	for	Equal	Opportunities	for	the	Berlusconi	government,	Mara	Carfagna,	submitted	a	
proposal	 for	 changing	 the	 law	on	prostitution,	 criminalising	 street	prostitution	and	 soliciting	 (Disegno	di	
Legge	 Carfagna-Alfano-Maroni).	 Mara	 Carfagna	 described	 prostitution	 in	 these	 terms:	 ‘un	 fenomeno	
vergognoso	che	spesso	è	connesso	alla	riduzione	in	schiavitù,	all’uso	e	all’abuso	dei	minori,	che	a	volte	sfocia	
anche	 in	 fenomeni	 di	 violenza	 come	 lo	 stupro,	 tutti	 fenomeni	 che	 sono	 strettamente	 collegati	 alla	
prostituzione	in	strada’	[a	shameful	phenomenon,	often	connected	with	slavery,	with	underage	exploitation,	














Furthermore,	 gender	 strongly	 participated	 in	 Berlusconi's	 neoliberal	 authoritarian	
populism	 in	 the	way	 it	 has	 been	mobilised	 as	 part	 of	 his	 nationalist	 rhetoric.	 Indeed,	
Berlusconi's	populism	is	 infused	with	nationalistic	tropes,	such	that	the	two	are	almost	
inextricably	 intertwined.	 This	 is	because	both	nationalist	 and	populist	 rhetorics	 aim	at	
creating	 an	 'immagined	 community'	 (Anderson	 1983):	 nationalist	 discourses	 aim	 at	
creating	a	homogeneous	nation,	populist	ones	aim	at	creating	a	homogeneous	'people'.	
In	his	influential	study	of	nationalism,	Anderson	(ibid.)	claims	that	the	homogeneity	which	
is	 supposed	 to	 characterise	 the	nation	 'is	 imagined	because	 the	members	of	even	 the	
smallest	nation	will	never	know	most	of	their	fellow-members,	meet	them,	or	even	hear	
of	them,	yet	in	the	minds	of	each	lives	the	image	of	their	community’	(p.	6).	Rather	than	














signified	 dynamism,	 progress,	 self-sacrificing	 idealism	 and	 revolutionary	 will’	 (p.	 119).	
Despite	his	elderly	age,	Berlusconi	has	often	been	depicted	as	a	man	who	enjoys	being	
surrounded	by	 youth,	who	 takes	 the	 younger	 generation’s	 future	 at	 heart,	 and	has	 in	
many	 instances	 demonstrated	 his	 generosity	 towards	 his	 young	 friends.	 Tellingly,	 his	
generosity	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 directed	 for	 the	 most	 part	 towards	 young	 beautiful	
women,	who	have	received	several	'gifts',	from	employment	on	his	channels	and	in	the	
public	broadcaster,	 to	political	positions,	and	 in	 final	 instance	money	and	 jewelry.	The	







(but	 also	 hedonistic,	 self-interested	 and	 individualist)	 neoliberal	 post-feminist	 subject,	
one	 who	 can	 be	 at	 the	 same	 time	 beautiful,	 feminine	 and	 powerful,	 and	 with	 their	
candidacy	and	appointment	Berlusconi	has	demonstrated	his	support	for	the	renewal	of	



















media	 and	 by	 the	 government.	 Since	 the	 early	 1990s	 the	 topic	 of	 immigration	 has	
regularly	 been	 associated	 with	 issues	 of	 criminality,	 particularly,	 but	 not	 only,	 during	
Berlusconi's	years	in	government	(Peroni	2012).	And	from	2007	to	2009	the	government	
put	great	effort	 into	formulating	 legislation,	or	 'security	packages',	concerning	national	
security	and	sexual	assault,	which	associated	immigration	and	sexual	violence	for	the	first	
time.	 Tellingly,	 in	 February	 2009	 the	 fourth	 Berlusconi	 government	 approved	 a	 new	
decree	which	was	titled	Misure	urgenti	in	materia	di	sicurezza	pubblica	e	di	contrasto	alla	
violenza	sessuale,	nonchè	in	tema	di	atti	persecutori	[Urgent	measures	in	regards	to	public	
security	 and	 to	 contrast	 sexual	 violence,	 as	 well	 as	 stalking],	 where	 arguments	 for	




that	 Italian	women's	 beauty	 put	 them	 in	 danger.	 In	 fact,	 he	defended	 the	decision	of	
sending	the	military	on	to	the	streets	to	prevent	rape	by	stating:	'dovremmo	avere	tanti	
soldati	 quante	 sono	 le	 belle	 ragazze	 italiane,	 credo	 che	non	 ce	 la	 faremmo	mai...	 [We	










woman	 is	 constructed	 in	 the	 media	 will	 be	 developed	 further	 in	 the	 next	 chapters,	




reserves	 for	 foreign	 men,	 often	 referencing	 his	 international	 past	 relationships	
instrumentally	to	show	his	good	disposition	on	his	official	international	visits	(Severgnini	
2011).	 Moreover,	 in	 occasion	 of	 a	 bi-national	 summit	 with	 the	 Albanian	 government	







submit	 themselves	 to	 the	 national	 'rules	 of	 the	 game'	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 hegemonic	
femininity:	heterosexuality,	beauty	and	sexual	availability.	In	the	Aftermath	of	Feminism	
(2009)	 McRobbie	 argues	 that	 the	 neoliberal	 rationality	 which	 has	 come	 to	 represent	
young	femininity	has	been	'democratised'	such	that	 'ethnic'	women	are	encouraged	to	
integrate	with	the	majority	and	abandon	multi-cultural	differences.	Ruby	Rubacuori,	the	





The	 appreciation	 of	 young,	 beautiful	 and	 intelligent	 women	 is	 counterpoised	 by	 an	
extremely	aggressive	vilification	of	older,	and	in	his	opinion	less	attractive	women.	Quite	
exemplary	 is	 when,	 on	 an	 official	 visit	 to	 the	 ateneo	 telematico	 of	 CEPU,	 a	 distance	
learning	 institution,	 he	was	 heard	 saying:	 'mi	accusano	 sempre	 di	 circondarmi	 di	 belle	
ragazze	 senza	 cervello.	 Ecco	 invece	 qui	 delle	 belle	 ragazze	 che	 si	 sono	 laureate	 con	 il	










'più	 bella	 che	 intelligente'	 [more	 beautiful	 than	 intelligent],	 to	 which	 she	 promptly	
responded:	'evidentemente	io	sono	una	donna	che	non	è	a	sua	disposizione	[clearly,	I	am	
not	a	woman	at	your	services]'	(La	Repubblica	08/10/09,	par	1).	Hand	in	hand	with	attacks	



























in	 an	 irreversible	 way,	 solidifying	 economically,	 politically,	 socially	 and	 culturally	 the	
neoliberal	trends	which	his	monopoly	of	commercial	television	had	initiated.	This	chapter	
has	explored	the	culture	and	politics	of	Berlusconism	and	framed	it	in	terms	of	a	dispositif	
(Focault	 1976)	 in	 which	 a	 neoliberal	 authoritarian	 populism,	 strongly	 sexist	 and	
misogynist,	 has	 been	 implemented	 with	 the	 aid	 of	 the	 media	 apparatus.	 Indeed,	
Berlusconi	has	been	able	to	exercise	an	intensification	of	state	control	and	the	gradual	
erosion	of	many	of	 the	 fundamental	 institutions	of	democracy,	by	seeking	 justification	
and	legitimation	through	popular	consent.	Hence,	instead	of	creating	a	new	democratic	
order	 in	place	of	the	old	corrupted	system,	as	he	promised,	Berlusconi	has	relentlessly	
mined	 the	 autonomy	 of	 those	 institutions	which	 are	 in	 place	 to	maintain	 democratic	
standards:	the	judiciary,	the	state	and	the	law	enforcement.	
	
The	 media	 was	 the	 fundamental	 apparatus	 of	 Berlusconi's	 neoliberal	 authoritarian	

















voice,	 being	 relegated	 to	 secondary	 roles	 and	 mostly	 providing	 a	 pleasant	 décor	 in	
programs	led	by	men.	Hence,	their	representation	is	mostly	in	terms	of	beautiful	bodies,	
where	 femininity	 is	 identified	with	 a	 sexy,	 young	 and	 attractive	 body.	On	 top	of	 that,	







of	 women's	 subjectivity,	 their	 bodies	 and	 their	 relations	 with	 men.	 Indeed,	 the	 high	
visibility	of	women,	their	investment	with	little	or	no	power,	the	focus	on	youth	beauty	
and	 sexual	 availability,	 the	 framing	 of	women	 as	 victims,	 and	 rarely	 as	 active	 agents,	
elements	 that	have	been	unravelled	 in	 the	exploration	 in	 the	media	 representation	of	
women	 in	 Italy,	 find	 parallels	 in	 the	 investigation	 of	 women’s	 role	 in	 	 Berlusconi’s	












the	 definitions	 of	 femininity	 and	 female	 sexuality	 of	 Berlusconism.	 Indeed,	 although	


















years	 the	 former	 prime	 minister	 Silvio	 Berlusconi	 has	 been	 involved	 in	 a	 number	 of	
scandals	 which	 have	 attracted	 enormous	 national	 and	 international	 media	 attention:	
parties	in	his	Sardinian	villa,	where	prominent	political	figures	as	well	as	attractive	younger	
women	participated	 in	2007,	being	 transported	 there	via	 institutional	means;38	 'Bunga	
Bunga'	 parties	 in	 his	 villa	 in	 Arcore	 from	 2008	 to	 2013,	 where	 escorts,	 showgirls	 and	
'ragazze	 immagine'	 (for	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	 term	 see	 p.	 48)	 alike	 all	 performed	 and	
entertained	the	ex-Prime	Minister	and	his	associates;39	suspect	illicit	liaisons	with	minors,	


























woman	who	has	 been	 involved	 in	 the	 latest	 of	 Berlusconi’s	 sexual	 scandals,	 Karima	 El	
Mahroug,	alias	Ruby	Rubacuori	[Ruby	Heartstealer].	Like	the	other	cases,	the	centrality	
attributed	 to	 Ruby	 in	 the	 media	 representation	 of	 the	 events	 represents	 a	 cultural	
fascination	 with	 young	 femininity	 as	 a	 site	 of	 excitement,	 titillation,	 anxiety	 and	 fear	
(Gonick	2006;	McRobbie	2009)	and	as	a	symbolic	means	to	articulate	and	confront	the	
‘uncertainties,	 tensions,	 fears,	and	anxieties	elicited	by	 the	rapid	social,	economic,	and	
political	changes	taking	place	due	to	neoliberal	policies’	(Gonick	2006,	p.	5).	While	youth	
has	 traditionally	 been	 associated	 with	 progress	 and	 modernity,	 becoming	 a	 symbolic	
register	 to	articulate	anxieties	and	 fears	about	social	and	cultural	 transformations,	 it	 is	























to	 participate	 in	 ‘masculine’	 institutions	 and	 politics	 that	 were	 ultimately	 considered	
spaces	created	by	men	and	for	men,	as	it	is	documented	in	the	introduction.	
	
This	 changed,	 however,	when	 Berlusconi’s	 sexual	 scandals	 came	 to	 the	 surface.	While	
some	feminists	have	identified	a	form	of	backlash	to	feminism	and	a	return	to	pre-feminist	
forms	of	male	power	in	women's	subservience	to	Berlusconi's	desires	(Melchiori	2008),	
others	 have	 coined	 the	 phrase	dopo	patriarcato	 [post-patriarchy],	 seeing	 these	 events	





have	emerged	 in	 Italian	culture,	and	their	connection	to	the	specifically	 Italian	 form	of	
neoliberal	governmentality	which	was	brought	about	by	Berlusconism.	Furthermore,	this	
needs	 to	 be	 linked	 with	 the	 way	 media	 representations	 participate	 in	 producing	 and	






attended	his	parties	 (referred	 to	as	Ruby-ter).	 The	analysis	will	 take	 into	 consideration	












the	 trajectory	 of	 Ruby	 from	Oriental	 ‘other’	 to	 post-feminist	 femininity;	 and	 one	 that	


































president	 Hosni	 Mubarak.	 Further	 investigation	 into	 the	 matter	 lead	 to	 a	 series	 of	







The	 current	 legislation	 on	 prostitution	 in	 Italy	 dates	 to	 1958	 and	 has	 been	 relatively	
untouched	 since	 then.	 The	 ‘legge	Merlin	 [Merlin	 Law]’,	 that	 takes	 its	 name	 from	 the	
Senate	member	who	brought	it	forth,	Lina	Merlin,	put	an	end	to	State	regulation	of	the	
trade	 (which	 constituted	 in	 recording	 and	 sanitary	 screening	 of	 sex	 workers	 by	 the	
authorities),	outlawed	call	houses	(on	the	grounds	that	they	aided,	abetted	and	exploited	
prostitution)	and	criminalised	the	aiding	and	abetting	of	prostitution.	Hence,	people	of	
both	genders	were	permitted	 to	engage	 in	 sex	work	on	 the	 condition	 that	 they	acted	
alone,	and	that	they	did	not	solicit	in	public	places.	Breaches	of	legislation	were	framed	in	
terms	 of	 crimes	 against	 ‘il	 buon	 costume	 e	 la	 morale	 pubblica	 [decency	 and	 public	
morality]’	(Helfer	2007,	p.	66).	Since	then	not	much	has	changed:	commercial	sex	between	













Consequently,	 he	was	 charged	with	underage	prostitution	 (prostituzione	minorile)	 and	
abuse	of	office	(concussione).	On	3rd	October	2011	Fede,	Mora	and	Minetti	were	officially	













while	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 events	 Ruby	 claimed	 to	 have	 seen	 the	 Prime	Minister	
engaging	 in	 sexual	 intercourse	 with	 paid	 escorts,	 subsequently	 she	 described	 this	








to	 more	 recent	 EU-based	 legal	 discussions,	 which	 recognise	 the	 possibility	 of	 the	
prostitute	being	harmed	by	the	crime.	Of	the	29	women	who	attended	the	parties	held	in	
the	villa	5	became	plaintiffs,	claiming	that	their	public	 image	was	damaged,	negatively	



























fatto	 non	 sussiste)	 and	 the	 underage	 prostitution	 did	 not	 constitute	 offence	 (non	
costituisce	 reato),	 since	 the	 prosecution	 was	 not	 able	 to	 prove	 beyond	 doubt	 that	
Berlusconi	knew	Ruby’s	age	at	the	time	of	the	events.	This	judgement	was	later	confirmed	
at	the	third	level	(Corte	di	Cassazione).	Fede,	Mora	and	Minetti	were	convicted	at	the	first	













atti	 giudiziari),	 among	 them	 Ruby;	 Berlusconi	 of	 corruption	 in	 legal	 proceedings	 and	
suppression	of	evidence	(inquinamento	probatorio);	and	Ruby’s	ex-partner,	Luca	Risso,	
was	also	 incriminated	of	corruption	and	money	laundering	(riciclaggio	di	denaro).	Luca	










continued	 to	 be	 paid,	 this	 time	 in	 cash,	 by	 Berlusconi’s	 finance	 manager,	 Spinelli,	
throughout	the	trials.	Calculations	are	that	Berlusconi	gave	at	least	10	million	euros	to	the	




point	 of	 playing	 a	 role	 in	 the	 development	 of	 court	 cases.	 However,	 this	 attention	 is	
directed	 predominantly	 towards	 high-profile	 trials	 and	 investigations,	 focusing	 on	
sensationalistic,	 controversial,	 personal	 and	 gory	 details	 (Fox	 et	 al.	 2004).	 The	 justice	
system	has	itself	developed	ways	to	engage	with	the	media,	and	continues	to	represent	
an	 important	 authority	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 court/media	 spectacles	 (Ericson	 et	 al.	 1987;	
1989;	1991;	Chermak	&	Weiss	2005,	Fox	et	al.	2004).	As	argued	 in	Chapter	2,	 it	 is	 the	
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victims	 or	 as	 workers,	 ignoring	 feminist	 critiques	 that	 have	 highlighted	 the	 way	
commercial	 sex	 in	 its	widest	 sense	 is	 inextricably	 connected	with	 issues	of	 race,	 class,	





The	 prostitution/sex	 work	 debates	 between	 neoliberal	 governmentality	 and	
postmodern	theory	
Prostitution	 is	 often	 described	 as	 the	 ‘oldest	 profession’	 in	 Western	 countries.	 This	
description	serves	to	de-historicise	sex	work,	making	it	an	inevitable	reality	not	affected	
by	 social,	 economic	 and	 cultural	 factors.	 This,	 however,	 is	 not	 the	 case,	 as	 large-scale	
commercialised	prostitution	as	it	is	understood	today,	emerged	out	of	the	dislocations	of	
















attributes	 different	 sexual	 desires	 and	 behaviours	 to	 men	 and	 women,	 but	 also	
contributes	 in	 separating	 respectable	 and	 ‘fallen’	 women.	 Indeed,	 the	 figure	 of	 the	
prostitute	has	historically	been	used	to	define	 ‘proper’	 femininity,	being	placed	as	one	
side	of	the	dichotomy	whore/Madonna,	a	binary	that	still	contributes	to	the	definition	of	




developed	 by	 Lombroso	 and	 Ferrero	 (1893).	 In	 their	 work,	 which	 associated	 physical	
characteristics,	 irregularities	 and	 abnormalities	 with	 deviance	 and	 criminality,	 they	
described	prostitutes	as	having	the	smallest	cranial	capacity	of	all	female	offenders.	This	
view	was	later	challenged	by	psychoanalytic	approaches,	which	moved	the	focus	from	the	



























Feminist	 debates	 have	 also	 generally	 fallen	 between	 the	 argument	 of	 prostitution	 as	
exploitative,	damaging	and	patriarchal,	and	 the	position	 that	 it	 is	 just	another	 form	of	
work.	Writers	who	subscribe	to	the	former	position	have	argued	that	prostitution	is	the	
epitome	 of	 the	 role	 that	 women	 have	 in	 society	 and	 in	 marriage	 (Pateman	 1988;	
MacKinnon	1987);	others	have	claimed	that	the	female	body	is	reduced	to	an	object,	and	
therefore	 subjected	 to	 exploitation	 (Barry	 1995;	 Dworkin	 1996;	 Jeffreys	 1997;	 Farley	
2004);	 others	 have	 stressed	 the	 high	 incidence	 of	 violence,	 substance	 addiction	 and	
mental	 issues	 among	 sex	 workers,	 claiming	 that	 this	 is	 evidence	 of	 the	 harm	 of	
prostitution	(Kinnell	2008;	May	&	Hunter	2006;	Jeal	&	Salisbury	2004);	and	Jeffreys	(2008)	
has	 argued	 that	 the	mainstreaming	 of	 the	 sex	 industry	 has	worked	 to	 continue	male	
dominance	in	powerful	positions.		
	
On	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 spectrum,	 liberal	 and	 pro-sex	 feminists	 have	 stressed	 the	










Both	 positions,	 however,	 produce	 ahistorical	 analyses	 of	 prostitution,	 ignoring	 the	
relevance	 of	 economic	 circumstances	 and	 inequalities	 that	 constrain/enable	 people’s	





















push	immigrant	women	-	especially	 illegal	migrants	-	towards	forms	of	 informal	 labour	































describe	 ‘the	 emotional	 and	 physical	 labour	 of	 manufacturing	 authentic	 (if	 fleeting)	



























would	 have	 been	 in	 the	 past	 deemed	 inappropriate,	 vulgar	 and	 even	 pornographic	
(McRobbie	 2008).	 'This	 mainstreaming	 of	 sexuality	 [...]	 has	 made	 sexually	 explicit	
























Lastly,	 the	 way	 people	 think	 of	 and	 use	 their	 bodies	 has	 changed	 in	 contemporary	
Western	cultures.	According	to	Foucault	(2010)	neoliberal	governmentality	produces	the	
homo	œconomicus,	a	subject	 that	 thinks	of	him/herself	 in	 terms	of	human	capital	and	
manages	her/himself	as	an	enterprise,	‘being	for	himself	his	own	capital,	being	for	himself	
his	own	producer,	being	for	himself	the	source	of	[his]	earnings’	(Foucault	2010,	p.	226).	
In	 this	way,	 the	body	becomes	a	means	 to	an	end,	 contributing	 to	 the	overall	 human	
capital	 possessed	 by	 human	 beings.	 Along	 these	 lines,	 Hakim	 (2010;	 2011)	 describes	
women’s	 beauty,	 sexual	 desirability	 and	 charisma	 in	 terms	 of	 ‘erotic	 capital’,	 a	
‘democratic’	 form	 of	 capital	 that	 women	 can	 employ	 to	 successfully	 move	 up	 the	
corporate	and/or	social	ladder.	Drawing	on	Bourdieu’s	work,	Hakim	(2010,	2011)	claims	









have	 known	 that	 their	 social	 value	 depends	 on	 their	 ability	 to	 perform	 and	 embody	
normative	beauty	and	femininity	–	standards	of	beauty	and	desirability	that	are	tainted	
by	 classism,	 sexism,	 homophobia,	 cissexism,	 ableism,	 racism	 and	 so	 forth.	 Equally	
unoriginal	 is	 Hakim’s	 (ibid.)	 idea	 that	 women	might	 capitalise	 on	 their	 desirability	 to	
achieve	 power	 or	 economic	wealth	 -	 there	 are	many	 examples	 throughout	 history	 of	
women	 who	 have.	 But	 working	 by	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 system	 only	 contributes	 to	 the	
advancement	of	isolated	individuals,	the	few	who	possess	the	erotic	capital	(or	have	the	
economic	means	 to	 develop	 it)	 and	 know	how	 to	 exploit	 it,	 rather	 than	 changing	 the	
system	 itself	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 all	 women,	 even	 those	 who	 do	 not	 conform	 with	









commercial	 sex	 that	 understand	 prostitution	 as	 either	 harmful	 and	 exploitative,	 or	 as	
simply	another	 freely	chosen	profession.	The	presence,	or	absence,	of	specific	cultural	
discourses	about	sex	work	and	narratives	of	 ‘escort’	subjectivity	 in	 Italian	newspapers’	
articles	 about	 Ruby	 is	 the	 topic	 analysed	 next,	 focusing	 on	 individualising	 and	





discourses	 appear	 to	 be	 conflicting	 and	 contradictory,	 taken	 together	 they	 work	 to	
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the	 cultural	 discourses	 that	 have	 been	 employed	 to	 understand	 and	 describe	 Ruby’s	
subjectivity	 and	 participation	 in	 prostitution,	 and	 the	way	 they	 participate	 in	 defining	
intelligible	 forms	 of	 subjectivity,	 those	 that	 are	 sanctioned,	 as	 well	 as	 those	 that	 are	
deemed	unintelligible.	The	employment	of	these	three	publications	for	the	analysis	of	this	













Ruby’s	 engagement	 in	 prostitution	 through	 dichotomised	 cultural	 discourses	 on	
commercial	sexuality	that	construct	sex	workers	as	either	autonomous	and	empowered	







discourses.	 Gonick	 (ibid.)	 claims	 that	 these	 are	 two	 of	 the	 cultural	 discourses	 about	
girlhood	that	have	emerged	in	mainstream	media	and	culture:	‘Girl	Power’	representing	a	
discourse	about	girls	as	‘asserting,	dynamic,	and	unbound	from	the	constraints	of	passive	











The	 three	publications	vary	 in	degree	 to	which	 they	portray	Ruby	as	one	or	 the	other,	
swinging	between	the	two	representations	even	within	the	same	publication,	according	
to	the	angle	given	by	the	article,	and	by	the	evidence	and	stage	of	the	events.	However,	







girls	 (Corriere	 28/10/10),	 a	 ‘stolen’	 childhood	 (Repubblica	 21/01/11,	 par.	 6),	 a	 ‘minore	
adulterizzata	[adultised	minor]	[sic]’	(Repubblica	05/04/13,	par.	1)	and	an	adolescent	who	
plays	at	pretending	to	be	an	adult	(Il	Giornale	29/10/10a,	par.	7).	But	Ruby	is	also	described	



















Il	Giornale	 presents	 the	 recurrent	 themes	of	 Ruby’s	 story:	 the	 flight	 from	poverty,	 the	
employment	of	her	beauty	and	sexual	desirability	for	her	own	advantage,	the	desire	for	
symbols	 of	 wealth,	 such	 as	 jewellery	 and	 banknotes;	 but	 also	 her	 fragility	 and	
loneliness,and	the	risk	of	being	taken	advantage	of.	However,	this	poetic	and	romanticised	
























it’	 (par.	 7).44	 The	 desire	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 world	 of	 television	 and	 celebrity	 culture	 is	
represented,	however,	as	a	risk,	the	assumption	being	that	this	necessarily	means	sexual	
lasciviousness	for	the	exchange	of	money	or	a	TV	role.	Repubblica	 (19/01/2011)	makes	
this	 assumption	 explicit	 by	 creating	 a	 parallel	 connection	 between	 the	 system	 of	
prostitution	built	around	Berlusconi	and	his	firm:	




reminds	 of	 the	 branch	 of	 a	 holding,	 that	 acts	 following	 corporate	 rules,	 with	
precise	roles,	tasks	and	rewards	(par.	1).45	
The	extracts	above	highlight	the	way	both	publications	see	Ruby’s	desire	to	be	famous	as	
a	 risk,	 since	 entrance	 in	 the	 environment	 of	 television	 implies	 entrance	 to	 the	 ‘bunga	
bunga	factory’	in	the	service	of	Berlusconi.	
	
However,	 between	 the	 two	 publications	 it	 was	 Repubblica	 that	 manifested	 more	
sympathetic	views	about	Ruby	and	the	other	women	involved,	at	least	in	the	beginning,	
considering	 the	 enormous	 economic	 disparity	 and	 age	 difference	 between	 Ruby	 and	



















the	 “gypsies”	 […].	 It	 is	 this	 difficult,	 confused,	 saddened	 girl,	 but	 never	













































the	 extract	 above.	 Both	 narratives	 are	 about	 social	mobility,	 where	 the	 happy	 ending	






















Thus,	 one	 of	 the	 intelligible	 subject	 positions	 that	 are	 made	 available	 through	 the	
representation	of	Ruby	Rubacuori	 is	one	of	the	vulnerable,	victimised,	‘at	risk’	girl.	This	
gender	 discourse	 normalises	 a	 representation	 of	 femininity	 in	 terms	 of	 vulnerability,	
fragility	 and	 voicelessness,	 and	 implies	 a	 diminished	 agency	 in	 the	 face	 of	 events	 and	
people.	However,	this	is	only	one	possible	discourse	of	femininity,	the	other	being	the	one	
of	 the	 Italian	 post-feminist	 woman.	 As	 shown	 above,	 the	 encounter	 with	 Berlusconi	




the	 more	 liberating,	 empowering	 and	 progressive	 Italian	 culture.	 This	 dichotomising	























for	 the	West	a	monolithic	entity,	 stretching	over	 from	Afghanistan	and	Pakistan	 to	 the	
whole	of	North	Africa,	coming	to	represent	what	Said	called	‘the	East’.	The	associate	PM	




Furthermore,	 since	 the	 early	 2000s	 Islam	 has	 recurrently	 been	 related	 to	 women’s	
oppression,	Western	countries	even	employing	this	discourse	to	justify	military	aggression	
of	Afghanistan	and	Iraq	(Finlay	2006;	McRobbie	2009).	Symbols	of	Islamic	faith,	such	as	


















also	 used	 to	 beat	 her,	 she	 showed	 us	 a	 big	 scar	 on	 her	 head	 that	 her	 father	












the	narration.	 Il	Giornale	went	as	 far	as	calling	Karima’s	 father	an	 ‘integralista	 islamico	
[Islamic	 fundamentalist]’	 (08/06/12,	 par.	 6),	 when	 no	 evidence	 about	 his	 alleged	
fundamentalism	was	 brought	 forward.	 This	 is	 in	 line	with	 Pogliano	&	Gariglio’s	 (2013)	
research,	that	found	that	 in	Italian	media	representations	of	muslims	these	are	divided	
between	 fundamentalists	 and	 moderates,	 failing	 to	 account	 for	 the	 many	 different	
versions	 of	 Islam	 that	 exist	 throughout	 Italy	 and	 the	 world	 at	 large.	 A	 father	 such	 as	
Karima’s,	with	 regressive	 ideas	 about	 femininity	 and	 discipline,	 could	 not	 classify	 as	 a	
























and	 politically	 correct	 stereotypes.	 Her	 Ruby	 is	 the	 identikit	 of	 a	 champion	 of	
modernity,	 a	 heroine	 of	 the	 Left,	 democratic,	 laic,	 emancipated,	 a	 small	 Lady	


















































woman.	 The	 publishing	 of	 revealing	 photos	 and	 sexy	 shots	 taken	 from	 her	 Facebook	




As	 the	 trials	 went	 on,	 and	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 trial	 Ruby	 3	 especially,	 phone	 tapings	
documenting	 the	bribing	of	witnesses,	 among	 them	Ruby,	were	made	public.	While	 Il	





began	 emerging	 in	 the	 two	 publications,	 but	 attached	 to	 negative	 connotations	 as	
materialistic,	 avid,	 ruthless,	 cunning	 and	 cynical.	 Ruby,	 who	 ‘potrebbe	 interpretare	
qualsiasi	ruolo	eccetto	quello	della	povera	sprovveduta	[who	could	play	any	role	besides	



















‘[i]n	 due	 settimane	Ruby	 si	 distingue	per	 la	 fame	di	 acquisti	 [in	 two	weeks	 she	makes	


























































a	 conference.	 You	 can	 give	 a	 conference	 for	 free,	 you	 can	 give	 it	 and	 be	
remunerated.	 It	 is	 a	 performance	 that	 can	 be	 given	 for	 generosity,	 pleasure,	
gratitude	or	even	for	work.	Prostitution	is	work	too	and	if	you	do	it	autonomously	
it	does	not	involve	exploitation	(ibid.).	56	
Sgarbi	 fully	 subscribes	 to	a	 liberal	understanding	of	prostitution,	whereby	both	parties	
enter	a	communal	agreement,	are	assumed	to	have	equal	power	in	the	transaction,	hence	
the	same	power	of	negotiation,	and	to	respect	the	agreement	made.	However,	sex	work	









positions	 for	women	who	engage	 in	 sex	work	 is	 as	either	 victim,	and	 therefore	with	a	



















the	 way	 young	 femininity	 has	 entered	 mainstream	 media	 and	 cultural	 discussions	 as	
sources	of	anxiety,	excitement,	and	titillation,	and	as	symbolic	means	 to	articulate	and	
confront	 the	 uncertainties,	 fears	 and	 tensions	 elicited	 by	 quick	 social,	 economic	 and	
political	 changes	 (Gonick	 2006).	 Indeed,	 the	 condemning	 judgement	 that	 is	 cast	 upon	








bullying,	 thefts	 being	 considered	 silly	 wrongdoings,	 if	 not	 even	 justified	 when	
there	is	a	gain,	even	if	just	pure	fun	(Corriere	18/01/11,	par.	n.a.).57	
However,	this	is	not	only	a	social	commentary	on	youth,	but	as	young	femininity	has	come	




















































and	 flexibility	 of	 the	 job	 market	 that	 negatively	 influence	 women’s	 patterns	 of	













hapless	 victims	 indoctrinated	 by	 Berlusconi's	 television.	 These	 interventions	 have	 the	
effect	 of	 posing	 'good'	 and	 'honest'	 women	 (incidentally	 white,	 middle-class,	 highly	
educated,	 heterosexual,	 urban	 subjects)	 not	 only	 against	 the	 women	 involved	 in	 the	












society	 as	 a	 whole.	 Furthermore,	 it	 participates	 in	 a	 dichotomisation	 of	 ‘bad’	




of	 Ruby	 as	 an	 agentic,	 autonomous,	 sexually	 liberated	 post-feminist	 young	 woman	
continues	the	individualisation	of	her	story	and	subjectivity,	which	is	counterproductive	to	
any	feminist	ethics	and	politics.	Ironically,	but	not	surprisingly,	it	is	Il	Giornale	that	rises	as	




Il	Giornale	 took	 issue	with	 the	moralising	 tones	 and	 the	dichotomisation	of	 femininity	
employed	 by	 the	 publications,	 and	 by	 a	 large	 part	 of	 the	 feminist	 interventions	 that	
appeared	 on	 national	 media	 at	 the	 time.	 Indeed,	 the	 too	 easy	 slippage	 between	 the	
category	of	velina	 or	 showgirl	 and	 the	prostitute	or	 escort	outlined	above	 is	 object	of	



























Indeed,	 similarly	 to	 allegations	 against	 communism,	 feminism	 represents	 a	 dogmatic	
'ideology',	which	goes	against	the	sanctity	of	individual	freedom	endorsed	by	Berlusconi's	
neoliberal	ethic:	

























employing	 physical	 beauty,	 “Oriental	 astuteness”	 and	 “immigrant	 status”	 (Il	
Giornale	16/05/13,	par.	4).62	
The	women’s	agency	is	stressed,	while	at	the	same	time	the	prosecution	is	attacked	for	
destroying	 Ruby’s	 life	 by	 depicting	 her	 as	 a	 prostitute.	 The	 conflation	 of	 feminism,	
communism,	and	to	some	extents	the	judiciary,	in	the	articles,	frames	these	political	forces	



































































Indeed,	 two	 discourses	 about	 young	 femininity	 can	 be	 detected	 in	 the	 media	
representations	of	Ruby:	on	the	one	hand,	Ruby	is	depicted	as	a	vulnerable,	voiceless	and	
fragile	 girl,	made	 so	by	 a	 traditional	 and	 sexist	 culture	of	 origin,	 a	 stolen	 childhood,	 a	














rational	 and	 empowering	 choice.	 Ultimately,	 the	 strength,	 agency	 and	 desire	 of	 these	
women	 is	 so	 powerful	 that	 Berlusconi	 comes	 to	 be	 almost	 a	 figure	 to	 commiserate,	
harassed	by	the	women’s	blackmailing	telephone	calls	and	economically	impoverished	by	
Ruby’s	extortionate	demands.	‘Berlusconi	comes	to	the	fore	as	a	man	who,	even	during	
his	 trials,	 cannot	 escape	 “his”	 girl’s	 demands.	 Who	 belong	 to	 a	 different	 generation	



















The	 previous	 case	 study	 concluded	 with	 the	 analysis	 of	 an	 agentic	 form	 of	 sexuality	




her	 sexuality,	 were	 perceived	 to	 be	 so	 unintelligible	 that	 they	 became	 mythologised,	
attacked	and	vilified.	Indeed,	this	case	has	been	characterised	by	a	discursive	aggression	
towards	the	young	woman	at	the	centre	of	the	events,	not	only	through	her	vilification,	


















moves	 on	 to	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	media	 coverage	 of	 the	 case,	 focusing	 on	 the	 gender	






novel	 forms	 of	 female	 subjectivity	 which	 challenge	 more	 traditional	 constructions	 of	
femininity	in	Italian	culture.	
	
As	 I	 have	 shown	 in	 the	discussion	of	 the	 case	 study	on	Ruby,	 it	 is	 the	 interconnection	
between	the	court	cases	on	the	one	hand	(and	hence	the	legal	system)	and	the	mediation	
of	these	court	cases	(and	hence	the	media	system),	that	has	created	a	public	space	within	














up	 by	 the	 European	 Commission	 to	 facilitate	 international	 student	 exchanges	 within	




On	 6th	 of	 November	 one	 of	 Meredith's	 housemates,	 20	 years	 old	 American	 student	























December	 2009	 his	 sentence	 was	 diminished	 to	 16	 years	 in	 appeal,	 as	 a	 benefit	 for	
choosing	 an	 abbreviated	 trial	 procedure.	 The	 prison	 term	 was	 confirmed	 on	 16th	








But	 on	 26th	 March	 2013	 Italy's	 highest	 court	 of	 appeal	 overturned	 the	 acquittals	 of	
166	
	
Amanda	 Knox	 and	 Raffaele	 Sollecito,	 however	 they	 were	 not	 obliged	 to	 be	 physically	
present	 at	 the	 trial.	 On	 30th	 January	 2014,	 the	 Corte	 d'Appello	 d'Assise	 convicted	 and	
sentenced	Raffaele	and	Amanda	for	the	rape	and	murder	of	Meredith	Kercher	to	28	and	
25	 years	 respectively,	 but	 the	 defendants	 were	 allowed	 their	 freedom	 until	 the	 last	
judgement	by	 the	Corte	di	Cassazione	 (the	 third	and	 last	 level	of	 judgement).	On	27th	





















the	murder,	 resulting	 in	 Amanda’s	 ‘confession’.	 Raffele	 then	 returned	 to	 his	 previous	
account,	repeating	that	the	two	had	watched	a	film,	smoked	a	few	joints	and	went	to	bed.	
	







on	 the	 floor	 bleeding.	 He	 tried	 to	 stop	 the	 blood	with	 his	 hands,	 but	 then	 panicked,	
covered	the	body	with	the	duvet	and	fled.	In	a	subsequent	account	he	implicated	Amanda,	









showed	 similarities	 to	 the	 evidence	 collected	 and	 reconstruction	 of	 the	 events	 of	 the	
murder.	As	for	Amanda	and	Raffaele’s	 involvement,	the	case	against	them	was	built	on	































truth	 about	what	 has	 occurred	 (Watkin	 1997).	 Alongside	 the	 public	 prosecution,	 third	
parties	may	decide	to	pursue	the	accused	for	compensation,	as	the	Kercher	family	did	by	





Giuliano	Mignini,	 who,	 throughout	 the	 case,	 worked	 in	 close	 proximity	 with	 the	 lead	
investigator,	Monica	Napoleoni.66	Mignini	has	gained	notoriety	in	Italy	for	his	involvement	
in	the	Mostro	di	Firenze	[Monster	of	Florence]	case,	a	series	of	murders	which	occurred	








unclear.	Mignini	became	involved	 in	the	 investigation	 in	relation	to	the	recovery	of	the	
body	of	a	Perugian	doctor,	Francesco	Narducci,	in	the	Trasimeno	Lake,	where	he	advanced	







linked	 to	 a	 satanic	 ritual	 (Corriere	 19/10/08,	 par.	 2).	 It	was	 only	 after	 some	 time	 that	











motives	 and	 group	 murders,	 as	 well	 as	 his	 profound	 and	 unwavering	 Christian	 faith,	
undoubtedly	had	 in	 impact	on	 the	 investigation	 itself.	 Indeed,	 the	murder	of	Meredith	
Kercher	fitted	easily	in	a	horror/satanic	narrative	of	events,	because	of	its	proximity	not	
only	to	Halloween,	the	day	in	which	the	souls	of	the	dead	return	to	the	living	world,	but	
















and	personality	during	 the	 trial.	 Carlo	Pacelli	 especially,	 described	her	 as	 a	 'strega	 [...]	























della	 Repubblica	 is	 attached	 to	 each	 tribunale,	 a	Procura	Generale	 della	 Repubblica	 is	
attached	to	each	court	of	appeal,	and	a	Procura	Generale	della	Repubblica	is	attached	to	
the	 supreme	court.	While	 in	 theory	 the	prosecution	 should	 change	as	 the	 case	moves	
along	the	different	court	levels,	this	is	not	always	the	case.	Mignini	showed	a	relentless	







a	 standard	 hearing.	 In	 return	 for	 saving	 the	 court	 considerable	 time,	 the	 sentence	 is	
automatically	reduced	by	a	third	if	the	accused	is	found	guilty.	For	standard	trials,	as	in	the	
case	of	Amanda	and	Raffaele's,	the	next	phase	is	the	trial	itself,	which	is	held	publicly.	The	





















certainty	 that	 the	 killers	 had	 been	 apprehended,	 with	 Amanda	 having	 cracked	 under	

























predominantly	 on	 the	 sensationalistic,	 personal	 and	 lurid	 details	 of	 unusual	 and	 high-




of	 the	 participants	 (Drucker	 1995;	 Fox	 et	 al.	 2004;	 Jewkes	 2004;	Wolfsfed	 2011);	 they	
increase	dramatisation	by	employing	graphic	imagery,	emotive	and	clamorous	language	
(Fox	et	al.	2004;	Peleg	and	Bogoch	2014);	they	emphasise	conflict	over	conflict	resolution	
(Peleg	 and	 Bogoch	 2014;	 Drucker	 1995);	 they	 express	 opinion,	 often	 through	 the	
employment	of	humour	or	irony	(Drucker	1995;	Marafioti	2008);	and	often	show	a	lack	of	




to	 the	 volume	 of	 and	 resources	 employed	 for	 the	 coverage	 of	 the	 story,	 with	 the	
employment	of	legal,	psychology	and	criminology	experts,	reconstructions	of	the	events	
using	 the	 latest	 technologies,	 the	 development	 of	 specialised	 programs,	 and	 the	
production	of	films,	dramas	and	books.	On	top	of	that,	the	expansion	of	the	media	in	new	






with	 the	media,	 in	 a	way	 that	 suggests	 that	 the	 verdict	 in	 public	 opinion	 is	 almost	 as	





and	 to	 construct	 themselves	 as	 legitimate.	 Examples	 are	 the	 appointment	 of	 public	
information	 officers	 who	 specialise	 in	 communication,	 and	 the	 organisation	 of	 press	






law	practitioner,	argues	 in	his	book	titled	Spinning	the	 law:	trying	cases	 in	the	court	of	
public	opinion:	
In	 virtually	 every	 court	 case	 that	 appears	 on	 the	 media’s	 radar,	 lawyers	 are	
attempting	to	spin	reporters,	control	the	message,	and	win	the	verdict	of	public	
opinion.	 With	 today’s	 vast	 universe	 of	 cable	 television	 stations,	 internet	
broadcast,	 web	 sites,	 and	 blogs,	 an	 over-increasing	 number	 of	 cases	 receive	
media	attention	in	one	form	or	another.	No	one	knows	exactly	to	what	extent	a	
victory	 outside	 the	 courthouse	 translates	 into	 a	 favourable	 verdict	 inside	 the	
courtroom,	but	as	 I	have	described,	 it	 is	 too	 important	 to	be	 left	 to	chance	 (p.	
323).	
Indeed,	lawyers	have	developed	ways	to	engage	with	the	media,	hiring	PR	professionals	





illustrate	 how	 their	 combination	 produces	 a	 space	 of	 emergence	 for	 the	 figuration	 of	
young	femininity	in	Italian	culture.	In	the	Kercher	murder	case,	the	legal	system	and	the	
media	worked	together	in	the	production	of	gender	discourses	that	define	and	police	the	






their	male	 counterparts.	 This	 is	 because,	 through	 their	 behaviour	 they	 are	 viewed	 as	
doubly	 deviant:	 they	 transgress	 society's	 rules	 as	 well	 as	 transgressing	 gender	 norms	













'strong	 passions	 and	 intensely	 erotic	 tendencies,	 much	 more	 muscular	 strength	 and	





counterparts.	 Nonetheless,	 female	 criminals	 were	 born	 criminals	 and	 monsters,	 they	
belonged	more	to	the	male	sex	than	the	female,	and	concentrated	within	them	the	worst	
aspects	 of	 femininity,	 such	 as	 cunningness,	 spitefulness	 and	 deceitfulness,	 with	 the	


















agency.	 Chan	 et	 al.	 (2005)	 argue	 that	 throughout	 much	 of	 the	 research	 on	 women	




Indeed,	until	 recently,	 the	accepted	orthodoxy	 in	mainstream	legal	and	criminal	 justice	
system	was	that	women	commit	far	less	crime	than	do	males,	but	are	much	more	likely	to	









Since	 the	 mid-1990s	 feminist	 research	 in	 this	 area	 has	 become	 more	 prolific,	 with	
important	 critiques	 to	 the	 representations	 of	 women	who	 kill,	 such	 as	 those	 of	 Chan	
(2001),	Morrissey	(2003)	and	Seal	(2010).	Wendy	Chan	and	Lizzie	Seal	are	professors	in	






















Feminist	 criminologists	 have	 worked	 to	 challenge	 stereotypical	 and	 essentialising	
discourses	of	mainstream	 scholarship,	 attempting	not	only	 to	 return	agency	 to	 female	
criminals,	but	also	to	show	how	social	structures	and	 lived	realities	affect	women	who	




























concerned	with	 killings	which	 are	 intrinsically	 'regional'	 and	 'national':	 these	 are	 cases	
which	 do	 not	 cross	 national	 boundaries	 and	 are	 strictly	 bound	 to	 'particular	 cultural,	




also	 about	 transnational	 communication,	 politics	 and	 migration	 (although	 issues	 of	
migration	are	present	in	all	the	cases	analysed	by	Nerenberg).		
	
Indeed,	 on	 the	one	hand,	 the	 case	 raises	 similar	 issues	 to	 the	 case	 studies	Nerenberg	
(2012)	analyses	in	her	book,	such	as	xenophobia,	the	invasion	of	the	private	space	of	the	




















of	Berlusconism,	by	uncovering	 the	ambivalences	and	 inconsistencies	 in	 regards	 to	 the	
empowerment	and	liberation	that	post-feminist	culture	allegedly	grants	to	women.	
	
Ultimately,	 the	 discourse	 analysis	 of	 the	 representation	 of	 Amanda	 Knox	 in	 this	 case	
demonstrates	a	binary	understanding	of	the	woman	who	kills:	one	is	the	deviant,	hyper-
agentic	phallic	girl/femme	fatale;	the	other	is	the	fragile,	vulnerable,	voice-less	victim	of	










regards	 to	 the	 Perugia	 crime,	 many	 of	 which	 had	 as	 its	 main	 protagonist	 the	 young	
Amanda	Knox,	the	only	woman	involved.	Amanda's	personality	and	her	personal	history	
were	 researched,	analysed	and	dissected,	and	Amanda's	behaviour	 in	court	and	 in	 the	
'privacy'	of	her	time	in	jail	was	constantly	reported	and	monitored.		
	
The	 obsessive	 attention	 dedicated	 to	 Amanda	 Knox,	 akin	 to	 other	 national	 and	




notions	of	 how	women	 should	behave,	 but	 also	what	 a	woman	 is	 (Seal	 2010).	Neroni	
(2006)	argues	that	violence	represents	a	fundamental	signifier	of	masculinity,	such	that	
'we	not	only	consider	violence	more	the	province	of	men	than	women,	but	it	is	also	an	







her	 beauty	 and	 attractiveness	 being	 constantly	 mentioned,	 her	 looks	 and	 conduct	






the	self	and	one's	exterior	appearance,	especially	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 face	 (Featherstone	
2010).		
	
Recurrent	 were	 the	 use	 of	 formulas	 indicating	 that	 Amanda	 was	 wearing	 a	 mask,	
strengthening	the	idea	of	the	deceptiveness	of	women's	appearance,	such	as	in	the	extract	
below	from	an	article	 titled	 ‘ll	 vero	volto	di	Amanda	 [Amanda’s	 true	 face]’	 (Repubblica	
29/03/10):	
Who	 was	 Amanda	 Knox?	 A	 fresh	 faced	 and	 good	 student	 from	 Seattle,	 the	
universal	 image	of	the	American	girl	 -	attractive,	athletic,	bright,	hard	working,	



























constant	 reporting	 and	 monitoring	 of	 Amanda's	 behaviour	 not	 only	 during	 her	
appearances	 at	 the	 trial	 and	 in	 the	 'privacy'	 of	 her	 time	 spent	 in	 jail,	 but	 also	 by	
investigating	 in	 her	 personal	 history.	 All	 the	 information	 that	 was	 uncovered	 at	 the	






with	 a	 'sguardo	 di	 ghiaccio'	 ([ice-cold	 gaze],	 Il	 Giornale	 11/12/10,	 par.	 1);	 and	 her	




legal	 system	 by	 the	 prosecution.	 These	 behaviours	 were	 worthy	 of	 attention	 and	













And	 it	 was	 such	 overt	 sexual	 drive	 which	 became	 the	 central	 focus	 of	 much	 media	
attention,	 but	 also	 became	 a	 fundamental	 theme	 of	 the	 prosecution's	 accusation.	





evidence	 of	 her	 deviance:	 she	was	 a	 narcissistic,	 hedonistic,	 sexually	 voracious	 young	
woman,	who	enjoyed	nightlife,	drugs	and	alcohol.		
	
As	 a	matter	 of	 fact,	 Amanda's	 sexual	 behaviour	 came	under	 scrutiny	 even	before	 she	




villetta,	 but	 the	police	 thought	 it	 to	be	a	 list	of	 the	people	 she	had	had	 sex	with.	The	










































subject	 position	 is	 very	much	 attached	 to	 young	 femininity,	 as	 women	 are	 eventually	
required	to	return	to	female	propriety	and	matrimonial	monogamy	-	this	is	represented	in	
the	 extract	 above	 as	 opening	 the	 doors	 of	 the	 familial	 hearth,	 symbolised	 by	 the	
introduction	of	the	girl	to	one’s	mother.	
	
The	 increasing	 spectacolarisation	 of	 the	 media	 means	 that	 popular	 culture	 products	
influence	greatly	the	way	news	are	themselves	portrayed.	The	narratives	which	have	been	
constructed	 for	 Amanda's	 subjectivity	 seem	 to	 be	 heavily	 influenced	 by	 American	
portrayals	of	femininity,	such	as	the	women	of	the	Sex	and	the	City	(1998-2004)	TV	show.	
Sex	and	 the	City	 is	 an	American	 sitcom	which	 concentrates	on	 the	 lives	of	 four	 thirty-
something	 (and	 then	 forty-something)	women	 friends	 in	 New	 York:	 Carrie,	 Samantha,	
Charlotte	 and	 Miranda.	 Samantha	 is	 the	 most	 outspoken,	 explicit	 and	 sexually	




Overt	 female	 sexual	 desire,	 such	 as	 Samantha's,	 is	 understood	 as	 being	 essentially	






many	 'girls	 gone	 wild')	 has	 created	 a	 particular	 image	 of	 American	 femininity,	 which	












started	 a	 loving	 relationship	 with	 a	 gentle	 boy	 who	 lived	 next	 door.	 La	 Repubblica	
(18/11/07)	reports	the	interview	given	by	the	young	man	to	the	Sunday	Times,	in	which	
he	claims:	





While	 Amanda	 on	 the	 night	 of	 the	 murder	 was	 stoned	 and	 drunk,	 Meredith	 was	
'moralmente	integerrima:	non	sono	infatti	state	rinvenute	tracce	di	droghe	né	di	alcolici	
([morally	 righteous:	 indeed	 no	 traces	 of	 drugs	 or	 alcohol	 were	 found],	 La	 Repubblica	
06/11/07).74	The	media	reported	the	prosecution's	claim	that	Amanda	had	killed	because	




























one	 might	 say	 fatal,	 ability	 to	 bring	 people	 together’(Repubblica	 05/12/07,	 par.	 6);75	
Raffaele	 Sollecito	 is	 described	 instead	 as	 ‘a	 young	 man	 characterised	 by	 a	 fragile	














sexual	 desire	 with	 violent	 transgression	 (Birch	 1993).	 And	 indeed	 investigations	 in	














Moreover,	 Verhoueven	 (1994)	 argues	 that	 by	 suggesting	 that	 conflict	 or	 violence	















victim,	 when	 this	 is	 not	 possible	 their	 agency	 must	 be	 made	 mythical	 or	 monstrous.	
Indeed,	Amanda's	vilification	by	the	prosecution	and	the	media	as	a	'bugiarda	[lier]’	(La	
Repubblica	 09/11/07,	 par.	 6),	 'sporca	 dentro	 e	 fuori	 [dirty	 inside	 and	 outside]’	 (La	
Repubblica	 26/09/11,	 par.	 3),	 'luciferina	 [evil]’	 (La	 Repubblica	 28/11/09),	 'maledetta	
[damned]’	 (Il	 Giornale	 18/10/10,	 par.	 2)	 works	 to	 cast	 Amanda's	 agency	 as	 mythical,	
monstrous,	diabolical	and	therefore	in-human.	The	effect	is	the	denial	of	human	agency	









anaesthesia,	 the	 tendency	 to	 dominate	 the	 relationship	 with	 the	 immediate	




clear	 defiance	 […]	 the	 ‘mind’	 the	 ‘monster’	 with	 an	 angel	 face	 (Il	 Giornale	
22/11/09,	par.	6).	78	
This	 extract	 does	 not	 only	 show	 the	 aggressive	 vilification	 of	 Amanda	 Knox	 as	 a	
transgressive,	 aggressive,	 narcissistic,	 manipulative	 monster,	 but	 also	 the	 tendency	







end	 with	 the	 forces	 of	 goodness	 overpowering	 evil,	 becomes	 even	 clearer	 when	
comparing	 the	 representation	 of	 Amanda's	 subjectivity	 by	 the	 prosecution	 and	 civil	





















in	 Pelliccia	 [Venus	 in	 Furs]’	 (Il	 Giornale	 28/09/11,	 par.	 3)79	 proposed	 by	 the	 defence	
attorneys	 and	 enacted	 by	 the	 defendant	 in	 her	 'dichiarazioni	 spontanee'	 [voluntary	
declaration],	 responded	 directly	 to	 the	 prosecution	 accusations	 of	 deviant,	 hyper-
sexualised,	 un-feminine	 behaviours,	 fully	 reinserting	 Amanda	 within	 standards	 of	
normative	femininity,	rather	than	challenging	the	sexist	and	misogynist	attitudes	towards	
the	 defendant.	 Interestingly,	 by	 invoking	 'Jessica	 Rabbit'	 the	 defence	 attorney	 too	
employed	 an	 iconic	 symbol	 of	 American	 femininity,	 highlighting	 the	 way	 Amanda's	


























Furthermore,	 in	 the	media	 as	well	 as	 in	 the	 court,	 as	 evidenced	 in	 the	 extract	 above,	
Amanda's	academic	brightness,	her	love	of	literature	and	her	desire	to	teach	were	also	
stressed,	becoming	symbols	of	her	'goodness'.	McRobbie	(2009)	has	drawn	attention	to	
the	 way	 young	 women	 have	 been	 put	 in	 the	 spotlight	 through	 specific	 spaces	 of	
‘luminosity’,	 one	 of	 which	 is	 academic	 and	 professional	 success.	 The	 emphasis	 on	
Amanda’s	intellectual	capabilities	serve	to	reintegrate	her	within	the	‘appropriate’	post-






in	 a	 positive	 light	 Amanda's	 motherly	 instincts,	 so	 strong	 that	 she	 would	 resolve	 to	
adoption	 in	 the	 case	 she	 could	 not	 find	 a	 good	 partner.	 This	 would	 suggest	 that	
motherhood	still	holds	a	central	place	in	the	definition	of	normative	femininity	in	Italian	
culture.	 The	 desire	 for	 a	 family	 and	 children	 does	 not	 only	 reinsert	 the	 transgressive	
woman	within	normative	femininity,	but	is	also	connected	to	a	social	anxiety	about	the	
failing	 population	 growth	 in	 Italy.	 Indeed,	 in	 a	 country	 characterised	 by	 an	 ageing	

























of	 a	 kind	 of	 conventional	 feminine	 vulnerability’	 (McRobbie	 2009,	 p.	 79).	 This	 was	
reinforced	by	the	retrenchment	into	traditional	structures	of	masculinist	culture	such	as	
the	Church	and	patronising	relationships	with	older,	male	figures	such	as	her	lawyer,	the	
prison	 priest	 don	 Saulo,	 and	 the	 MP	 Rocco	 Ghirlanda,	 who	 published	 a	 book	 on	 his	
frequent	visits	(every	two	weeks)	to	Amanda	in	jail	(Io	vengo	con	te	-	colloqui	in	carcere	
con	Amanda	[I’m	coming	with	you	-	conversations	in	jail	with	Amanda]	2010).	The	growing	




The	 reinsertion	 of	 Amanda	 in	 traditional	 norms	 of	 feminine	 respectability	 and	 in	






of	 Amanda	 Knox	 in	 the	 USA	 strengthen	 this	 argument:	 with	 the	 help	 of	 PR	 experts,	
Amanda's	 careful	 and	 purposeful	 representation	 as	 completely	 desexualised	 (at	 times	
even	unattractive),	 fragile	and	vulnerable,	often	on	the	verge	of	 tears,	establishes	 'the	
post-feminist	 masquerade	 as	 a	 strategy	 of	 undoing	 [feminism],	 a	 re-configuring	 of	
normative	femininity’	(McRobbie	2009,	p.	79).	
	
Boyle	 (2001)	 argues	 that	 when	 a	 woman	 commits	 a	 violent	 crime,	 this	 requires	
understanding	and	explanation,	while	male	violence	is	seen	to	exist	on	a	continuum	and	
is	 somehow	 naturalised,	 with	 men's	 motivations	 or	 subjectivity	 not	 needing	 further	
enquiry.	This	is	not	entirely	true:	in	relation	to	criminals	sentenced	to	death	in	the	USA,	
Keitner	 (2002)	 shows	 that	 all	 murderers	 are	 'othered'	 in	 certain	 respects,	 and	 even	
demonised	and	de-humanised.	Although	much	less	media	attention	has	been	dedicated	







ethnicity	 and	 sexuality	 (Mallicoat	 2012;	 on	 the	 intersections	 between	 crime,	 media,	
gender,	class	and	race	see	also:	Hall	1989;	Blackman	&	Walkerdine	2001;	Bissler	&	Conners	
2012;	 Markovitz	 2011;	 Milovanovic	 &	 Schwartz	 1999;	 Seal	 2010).	 The	 different	
constructions	of	Rudy	Guede	and	Raffaele	Sollecito's	subjectivities	within	the	court,	and	
the	way	these	have	been	reported	on	the	media,	reflect	racial	and	class	discourses	which	






and	 especially	 the	 black	 body,	 as	 hyper-sexualised,	 closer	 to	 nature	 and	 consequently	
more	inclined	to	give	in	to	animalistic	urges	(Jordan	2000).	The	black	man	especially	has	








Institutional	 racism	 in	the	police	 forces	was	shown	early	 in	the	 investigations,	with	the	
unfair	treatment	of	Diya	Lumumba,	whose	alibi	was	confirmed	shortly	after	his	arrest	by	
a	 Swiss	 professor,	who	 corroborated	 that	 Lumumba	 had	 spent	 the	 evening	 in	 his	 bar.	
However,	this	information	did	not	lead	to	the	immediate	release	of	Lumumba.	It	was	only	
when	Rudy	Guede	was	taken	into	custody,	14	days	after	Lumumba	was	arrested	(and	put	
in	 solitary	 confinement,	 without	 being	 able	 to	 speak	 to	 a	 lawyer),	 and	 the	 forensic	
evidence	 showed	 no	 sign	 of	 his	 presence	 on	 the	 crime	 scene,	 that	 he	 was	 released.	
Furthermore,	 in	 the	narrative	of	 the	events	provided	by	Follain	 (2013),	 it	 appears	 that	
during	 the	 initial	 interviews	 with	 Meredith’s	 friends,	 police	 officers	 recurrently	 asked	
about	 ‘foreign’	 men	 who	 might	 have	 visited	 the	 house,	 showing	 the	 police	 forces’	
prejudice	towards	non-Italian	masculinity.	
	
Rudy	Guede	was	 intensely	 'othered'	 in	 terms	 of	 his	 ethnicity	 and	 his	 nationality	 in	






















































class	 standards:	 he	 was	 raised	 in	 a	 wealthy,	 middle-class,	 nuclear	 family,	 had	 a	
conventional	 education	 and	 was	 going	 to	 graduate	 soon	 in	 Engineering.	 Similarly	 to	
Amanda,	 who	 was	 also	 white,	 middle-class	 and	 educated,	 the	 engagement	 in	 such	 a	
hideous	crime	could	not	be	normalised,	also	considering	 the	 fact	 that	he	was	 the	only	
Italian	 person	 involved.	 The	 prosecution	 and	 the	 media	 resolved	 to	 construct	 his	
subjectivity	 as	 deviant,	 which,	 very	 differently	 form	 the	 vilification	 of	 Amanda	 Knox,	







attitude,	 as	 well	 as	 his	 inconsistent	 claims,	 often	 aligned	 with	 the	 fantastic	
versions	of	his	ex-girlfriend,	has	shown	a	weak	temperament,	 inclined	to	being	
conditioned	 by	 influences	 of	 all	 genres.	 The	 psychological	 evaluation	 of	 his	
participation	 in	 the	 events	 shows	 a	 desire	 to	 experience	 increasingly	 more	






















































and	 Raffaele’,	 ‘dimostra,	 a	 mio	 avviso,	 che	 tra	 Amanda	 e	 Raffaele	 ci	 siano	 affetto	 e	
tenerezza,	non	una	mera	relazione	di	sesso	come	vuole	l’accusa	[demonstrates,	according	




the	 construction	 of	 femininity	 and	 of	 gender	 relations	 in	 the	 case.	 Indeed,	 the	
representation	of	Amanda	and	Raffaele	produces	a	reification	of	the	gender	binary,	in	both	






























Ultimately,	Amanda	was	placed	 in	what	McRobbie	 (2009)	 calls	 a	 'space	of	 luminosity',	
which	had	the	effect	of	submitting	her	to	increasing	disciplining	and	control.	The	complete	
absence	 of	 feminist	 critique	 both	 in	 the	 courtroom	 and	 in	 the	 national	media	 of	 any	
political	disposition	(but	especially	 in	Repubblica,	a	newspaper	aligned	with	the	 left)	to	
such	 virulent,	 aggressive	 and	 misogynistic	 way	 of	 perceiving	 and	 describing	 women,	
reflects	 the	 invisibility	of	 feminism	 from	mainstream	media	which	 characterises	 Italian	
post-feminism.	 Indeed,	 no	 commentator,	 journalist	 or	 lawyer	 critiqued	 the	
whore/madonna	binary	employed	to	describe	female	subjectivity,	the	double	standard	in	
















and	 as	 the	 ultimate	 form	 of	 control,	 the	 one	 over	 life	 and	 death.	 Ultimately,	 the	
representation	of	Amanda	Knox	as	a	phallic	girl	conveys	the	social	anxiety	that	this	facet	
of	the	figuration	of	femininity	provokes,	one	that	is	perceived	as	a	challenge	to	the	status	












Ultimately,	Amanda’s	 subjectivity	and	sexuality	 could	be	understood	only	as	either	 the	
hyper-sexual,	 monstrously	 agentic,	 phallic	 girl/femme	 fatale	 or	 the	 sexually	 modest,	
fragile,	respectable	and	agency-less	victim.	A	middle-ground,	where	a	woman	might	be	
capable	to	commit	a	murder	without	being	a	monster,	or	where	a	victim	might	still	be	able	
to	exercise	agency,	are	ultimately	 found	to	be	unintelligible.	Thus,	 this	chapter	goes	 to	
show	how	post-feminist	culture	actively	performs	an	undoing	of	feminism,	as	indicated	by	
McRobbie	 (2009).	Women	are	 bestowed	with	 certain	 freedoms,	 such	 as	 being	 able	 to	
enjoy	 casual	 sex,	 drinking	 and	 taking	 drugs,	 but	 these	 freedoms	 can	 easily	 be	 turned	
against	them	in	an	attempt	to	redraw	the	boundaries	of	sanctioned	femininity,	made	of	
domesticity,	 motherhood,	 docility,	 fragility	 and	 so	 on.	 The	 journey	 of	 Amanda	 Knox’s	




is	 evidence	 of	 the	 way	 female	 bodies	 continue	 to	 be	 policed	 and	 domesticated	 into	
performing	 the	 ‘correct’	 gender	discourses,	 attached	 to	 a	 domestic,	monogamous	 and	







Similarly	 to	 the	 cases	 explored	 in	 the	 previous	 chapters,	 the	 representation	 of	 Sara	
Tommasi,	 on	which	 this	 chapter	 focuses,	 is	 central	 to	 Italian	 post-feminism	because	 it	

















the	 continuous	 flow	 of	 information	 that	modern	 technologies	 allow	 (Fox	 et	 al.	 2004;	
Kellner	 2003;	 Marletti	 2010).	 Nonetheless,	 the	 events	 covered	 in	 this	 chapter	 have	
attracted	less	attention,	and	the	coverage	has	been	characterised	by	a	diversification	in	








–	 59;	 and	 Repubblica	 -	 44)	 from	 2006	 to	 2016,	 this	 chapter	 investigates	 the	 media	
coverage	of	the	events,	and	the	representation	of	Sara’s	subjectivity	and	sexuality.	I	define	
this	case	as	critical,	since	it	condenses	many	of	the	findings	of	the	previous	case	studies,	
such	 as	 the	 vilification	 of	 ‘deviant’	 subjectivities	 and	 behaviours,	 the	 anxieties	 and	









The	 chapter	 begins	with	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 events	 that	 are	 deemed	 important	 to	 fully	
situate	the	case	study	in	space	and	time.	It	then	continues	with	a	theoretical	discussion	of	
women	 and	 mental	 health	 issues,	 documenting	 the	 gender	 inequality	 that	 has	






The	 focus	 of	 the	 chapter	 then	 shifts	 to	 the	media	 representation	 of	 Sara	 Tommasi	 by	




second	 maps	 the	 application	 of	 the	 common	 narrative	 of	 ‘the	 rise	 and	 fall’	 to	 Sara	
Tommasi’s	perceived	‘failure’,	which	is	understood	to	be	the	involvement	in	prostitution	








Sara	 Tommasi	 was	 born	 in	 Narni,	 a	 small	 town	 in	 Umbria,	 in	 1981.	 Upon	 finishing	
secondary	school,	she	moved	to	Milan	to	study	at	the	prestigious	university	Bocconi,	being	






the	 last	 episode	of	 the	 series	 and	arriving	4th.	 From	 then	on,	her	 career	made	a	 step	
forward:	 she	 posed	 in	 the	 nude	 in	 one	 of	 the	 most	 renowned	 calendars	 directed	 at	





However,	 in	 2007	 she	 became	 implicated	 in	 the	 vallettopoli	 scandal,	 in	 which	 several	
notorious	people	in	the	media	industry	were	found	guilty	of	exploitation	of	prostitution,	
drug	trafficking	and/or	extortion.	 In	the	 investigation	Sara	Tommasi	admitted	to	having	
received	 money	 to	 accompany	 a	 man	 for	 a	 week	 in	 Saint	 Tropez,	 but	 denied	 being	
remunerated	 for	 sex	 (Corriere	 14/03/07).	 However,	 in	 2011	 she	 once	 again	 became	 a	
person	of	interest	in	an	investigation	led	by	PMs	located	in	Naples,	which	ran	parallel	to	


















government,	 but	 resigned	 in	 1996.	 In	 1987	 he	 founded	 the	 FermiamoLeBanche	
[LetsStopTheBanks]	group,	involved	in	fighting	against	the	banking	system	and	the	central	
banks’	 monopoly	 of	 currencies.	 The	 group	 subscribes	 to	 the	 theory	 of	 the	 banking	
seignorage,	a	conspiracy	theory	according	to	which	the	process	of	printing	money	by	the	
central	banks	produces	profit	for	the	banks	and	other	obscure	players,	at	the	expense	of	
the	 citizens.	Marra	 is	 also	 famous	 for	 a	 few	 self-published	 books	 that	 cover	 the	more	
disparate	themes,	from	an	analysis	of	his	second	wife’s	mental	distress,	to	a	treatise	on	
Australia’s	xenophobic	and	anti-constitutional	nature,	passing	through	the	limitations	and	




bizarre,	 this	 is	 not	 an	 exception	 in	 Italy.	 Italian	media	 and	 the	 political	 system	 have	 a	














































female	 celebrity	 and	discourses	of	 female	disorder,	whereby	 these	 constructions	work	
together	 to	 create	 an	 individualised	 narrative	 of	 ‘rise	 and	 fall’	 of	 female	 celebrity.	
Historically,	women	have	been	more	likely	than	men	to	be	associated	with	mental	health	
disorders	(Appignanesi	2008;	Chesler	1972;	Russell	1995;	Ussher	1991;),	this	knowledge	























































Despite	 feminist	 critiques	 (Appignanesi	 2008;	 Blackman	 2001;	 Busfield	 2000;	 Chesler	
1972;	Fee	2000;	Russell	1995;	Showalter	1987;	Ussher	1991,	2011;	Urla	and	Terry	1995)	
to	male	bias	in	pys-sciences	and	the	pathologisation	of	distress,	the	discourse	of	femininity	
and	 madness	 continues	 to	 affect	 how	 women	 are	 perceived	 in	 society,	 and	 deviant	





constructions,	 the	 embodied	 experience	 of	 distress	 is	 not	 physically	 and	 mentally	
debilitating	for	many.	But	a	Foucauldian	framework	allows	one	to	investigate	the	cultural	









The	 gender	 difference	 in	 the	 construction	 of	mental	 health	 issues	 is	 confirmed	 in	 the	
representation	of	celebrity	‘failure’.	In	the	past	decade	there	has	been	an	intensification	
of	media	focus	on	female	celebrities’	 ‘failures’,	such	as	drug	addiction,	depression	and	



















of	 their	 use	 and	 exchange	 value	 (ibid.).	 They	 are	models	 of	 consumption	practice	 and	










highlighted	 the	 way	 stars	 mobilise	 discourses	 about	 personhood,	 identity	 and	
individualism	in	capitalist	societies.	Dyer	(1987)	claims:	
Stars	articulate	what	 it	 is	 to	be	a	human	being	 in	contemporary	society;	 that	 is	
they	express	the	particular	notion	we	hold	of	the	person,	of	the	‘individual’.	They	
do	 so	 complexly,	 variously	 -	 they	 are	 not	 straight	 forward	 affirmations	 of	
individualism.	On	the	contrary,	they	articulate	both	the	promise	and	the	difficulty	
that	the	notion	of	individuality	presents	for	all	of	us	who	live	by	it	(p.	87).		













Lohan	 (Gorin	&	Dubied	 2011).	 The	 downfall	 of	 celebrities	 into	 drugs,	 drinking,	 illness,	
depression	and	so	on,	has	become	common	place	in	gossip	magazine,	tabloids	and	even	








subjected	 to	 harsher	 scrutiny	 and	 policing,	 female	 personalities	 and	 celebrities	 often	















have	 understood	 the	 interest	 and	 pleasures	 in	 female	 celebrities’	 failures	 as	 playing	 a	
political	role	in	the	context	of	recent	social,	political	and	economic	changes.	Cross	&	Littler	










madness	 are	 re-articulated	 through	 a	 post-feminist	 lenses,	 with	 the	 effect	 of	
individualising	female	celebrities’	break-downs,	attributing	failure	to	personal	(feminine)	
weakness,	 rather	 than	 a	 failure	 of	 the	 neoliberal	 aspirational	 meritocratic	 model.	
Ultimately,	 failing	 female	 celebrities	 represent	 important	 vehicles	 through	 which	
discourses	 about	 normative	 and	 sanctioned	 forms	 of	 subjectivity	 and	 sexuality	 are	
articulated	 and	 female	 bodies	 are	 policed,	 shedding	 light	 on	 the	 wider	 processes	 of	
gendered	subjectification	within	neoliberal	governmentality	and	post-feminist	culture.	
	




cover,	 including	 the	 field	 of	 celebrity	 news.	 Ellis	 (1991)	 argues	 that	 celebrities	 have	










celetoid	 Sara	 Tommasi	 is	 analysed	 below.	 This	 is	 divided	 into	 4	 sections:	 the	 first	 two	
analyse	 the	 ‘rise	and	 fall’	 narrative,	 Sara	Tommasi	moving	 from	 the	 ideal	post-feminist	
subject	 to	 an	 abject	 one,	 suffering	 from	 post-feminist	 disorder.	 The	 following	 section	
analyses	 the	way	 the	 representation	of	 Sara	 Tommasi	 as	 suffering	 from	mental	 health	
issues	 works	 to	 naturalise	 disorder	 as	 part	 and	 parcel	 of	 post-feminist	 subjectivity,	







little	 coverage	of	 her	 activities,	 one	 article	 in	 particular	 is	 of	 crucial	 importance.	 In	 an	
interview	given	to	Corriere	on	05/10/06	Sara	Tommasi	appears	to	embody	the	Top	Girl	
(McRobbie	2009)	of	post-feminism:	she	is	educated,	ambitious,	hard-working,	intelligent,	
rational,	 autonomous,	 entrepreneurial	 and	 individualist.	 Post-feminist	 culture	 dictates	














arrive	 to	 where	 she	 wants	 to,	 she	 rationally	 and	 autonomously	 plans	 ahead:	 she	
undergoes	breast	augmentation	to	fit	into	normative	standards	of	beauty	(‘Chi	bella	vuole	
apparì,	nu	poco	deve	suffrì’	[par.	17],	a	popular	saying,	highly	gendered,	that	translates	




This	 effort	 towards	 self-management	 and	 self-improvement	 is	 integral	 part	 of	 post-
feminist	culture,	which	stresses	an	ethic	of	individual	self-fulfilment	and	achievement,	and	
demands	 that	women	take	control	of	 their	 lives	 through	embracing	 independence	and	





Success	 is	 a	 trope	 central	 to	 post-feminism.	 According	 to	 McRobbie	 (2009)	 in	 post-
feminism	women’s	successes	 in	traditionally	male	dominated	spaces,	such	as	work	and	

















characteristics	 are	 perceived	 to	 be	 such	 integral	 part	 of	 her	 personality	 that	 they	 are	





Sara’s	 educational	 background	 and	 achievements	 (she	 was	 awarded	 full	 marks	 at	
secondary	school	and	graduated	with	105,	the	maximum	being	110)	are	given	particular	
emphasis	in	all	the	publications,	her	university	degree	being	often	mentioned	when	she	
is.	 The	 publications’	 focus	 on	 her	 studiousness	 and	 intelligence	 is	 symptomatic	 of	 the	
widespread	assumption	that	women	who	participate	in	television	as	veline	are	dumb	and	
superficial.	Hipkins	(2011)	refers	to	this	Italian	cultural	discourse	as	the	‘beauty	trade-off’,	
which	 she	 describes	 as	 the	way	 the	 possession	 of	 normative	 female	 beauty	 in	 Italian	
culture	 is	 automatically	 connected	 with	 stupidity,	 badness	 and/or	 sexual	 promiscuity.	
Sara’s	 achievements	 contradict	 this	 assumption,	 but	 rather	 than	 challenging	 this	
preconceived	notion,	she	becomes	a	striking	exception.	Corriere	spells	 this	assumption	
out,	by	writing:	 ‘[Sara]	 si	distingueva	nel	panorama	delle	 starlette	 televisive	per	 la	 sua	
formazione	 universitaria	 [she	 distinguished	 herself	 from	 the	wider	 group	 of	 television	
minor-celebrities	for	her	university	education]’	(Corriere	12/02/11,	par.	1).			
	
The	 animosity	 towards	 veline	 in	 Italy,	 which	 has	 been	 explored	 at	 length	 in	 the	 Ruby	























molte	 donne	 [at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 day	 it	 is	 how	many	 women’s	 careers	 start]’	 (Corriere	
05/10/06,	par.	20),	Sara	Tommasi	appears	to	be	fully	conscious	and	in	control	of	her	‘erotic	
capital’	(Hakim	2010;	2011),	as	well	as	having	a	clear	understanding	of	the	way	the	female	
body	 is	 commodified	on	 Italian	media.	Nowhere	more	 than	here	Butler’s	 (1990;	1999)	
argument	about	the	performance	of	gender	becomes	clear:	for	Sara	Tommasi,	femininity	
is	inscribed	onto	the	body,	where	hyper-femininity	(in	terms	of	a	sexualised	body,	thin,	but	


















system	 that	 demands	 that	 women	 take	 full	 agency	 for	 their	 own	 sexualisation	 and	
commodification	and	the	world	of	sex	work.		
	
Ultimately,	 Sara	 Tommasi	 fully	 embodies	 the	 homo	œconomicus	 that	 Foucault	 (2010)	
describes	-	‘being	for	himself	his	own	capital,	being	for	himself	his	own	producer,	being	
for	himself	the	source	of	[his]	earnings	[sic]’	(p.	226).	The	demand	to	manage	one’s	self	as	
an	 enterprise	 is	 central	 to	 neoliberal	 culture.	 Brown	 (2003)	 argues	 ‘[n]eoliberalism	
normatively	 constructs	 and	 interpellates	 individuals	 as	 entrepreneurial	 actors	 in	 every	
sphere	 of	 life.	 It	 figures	 individuals	 as	 rational,	 calculating	 creatures	 whose	 moral	




results	 in	 an	 emphasis	 on	 personal	 struggle,	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	
implication	of	wider	 structural	 inequalities,	 among	which	 gender	 inequality	 (Gill	 2014;	
Scharff	2016).	
	
This	 personal	 responsibilisation	 involves	 also	 the	management	of	 one’s	mental	 health,	
obscuring	 both	 the	 social	 implications	 of	 class,	 race,	 gender	 and	 sexuality	 in	 the	
development	of	mental	distress,	and	the	possibility	of	intervening	through	social	change	
(Harper	 2009).	 Failure	 to	 maintain	 the	 neoliberal	 successful,	 aspirational,	 rational,	
managed	‘self’	results	in	becoming	the	abject	figure	of	neoliberalism	–	the	pathologised	












instability	or	out	of	 control	 femininity	 (Bell	2011;	Harper	2009;	Holmes	&	Negra	2011;	
Meyer,	Fallah	&	Wood	2011).		
	
Recent	work	on	the	media	representation	of	madness	 identify	 important	differences	 in	
depictions	of	male	and	female	mental	distress	(Cross	and	Littler	2010;	Harper	2006,	2009).	
Harper’s	(2009)	expansive	analysis	of	representations	of	madness	across	different	media	
and	 genres	 found	 that	 male	 narratives	 are	 often	 connected	 with	 the	 concept	 of	




normative	 constructions	 of	 femininity.	 Ultimately,	 his	 analysis	 confirms	 other	 feminist	
scholars’	 point	 that	women	 are	 identified	with	 their	mental	 health	 disorder	 and	 that,	






Blackman	 (2010)	draw	on	 the	work	by	Rose	 (1996),	 to	 argue	 that	under	neoliberalism	



















is	 already	 tainted	 by	madness,	 the	management	 of	mental	 health	 is	 understood	 as	 a	
distinctively	feminine	province.	Thus,	women	are	prompted	more	than	men	to	‘work’	on	
themselves	 to	 achieve	 self-fulfilment,	 self-actualisation,	 personal	 growth	 and	 so	 on	
(Harper	2009;	Blackman	2001).	Blackman	(2010)	writes:	












As	 Sara’s	 implication	 in	 the	 prostitution	 scandal	 becomes	 public	 knowledge,	 both	




herself.	 However,	 as	 some	 of	 her	 texts	 are	 leaked	 to	 the	 press,	 some	 of	 which	 are	
particularly	confused	and	bizarre,	the	narrative	adds	a	further	element	of	demise:	from	















describe	 ‘failed’	 female	 celebrities	 is	 of	 their	 struggle	with	 ‘work-life	 balance’,	 so	 that	
eventually	their	breakdown	appears	as	the	inevitable	proof	of	women’s	inability	to	juggle	
work,	 family	 and	 relationships	 (‘work-balance’	 is	 seldom	 an	 issue	 connected	 to	 male	
celebrities	or	men	in	general).	Corriere	implicitly	suggests	that	Sara’s	emancipation	and	
expectation	to	have	a	place	in	the	world	-	which	is	the	result	of	years	of	feminist	battles	
and	 demands	 -	 is	 what	 eventually	 made	 her	 miserable.	 And	 this	 discourse	 is	 further	






















































of	 the	 media	 industries,	 the	 development	 of	 new	 communication	 technologies,	 and	
changes	 in	 the	 accessibility	 to	 fame,	 desire	 for	 visibility	 has	 become	 a	major	 concern,	
especially	 in	 Italy	 (see	 for	 example	 the	 documentary	 Videocracy:	 basta	 apparire	
[Videocracy:	 appearing	 is	 enough]	 [Gandini	 2010],	 Livolsi	 [2006]	 and	 Zanardo	 [2009]).	
Reality	TV	at	first,	and	now	online	platforms	such	as	YouTube,	Facebook	and	Twitter,	have	
eased	 the	 rules	 through	which	 celebrity	 status	 can	 be	 achieved	 (Rojek	 2016;	Marwick	
2013;	Senft	2008;	Turner	2006).	However,	 this	has	also	brought	about	a	 ‘crisis	of	value	













Her	 conditions	 were	 worsening	 and	 she	 was	 prescribed	 a	 mandatory	 sanitary	
treatment.	But	the	fear	of	a	standstill	of	her	career	pushed	her	to	the	set	once	











Corriere,	 titled	 ‘Sara	 Tommasi:	 sognavo	 la	 fama,	 cancellerei	 tutto	 [Sara	 Tommasi:	 I	
dreamed	 of	 fame,	 now	 I’d	 erase	 everything]’	 (22/05/15),	 which	 is	 also	 reported	 in	 Il	
Giornale	(22/06/15),	Sara	is	represented	as	meek,	regretful	and	repentant:	
When	 she	 left	 Terni	 to	 attend	 Bocconi	 University	 in	Milan	 she	 dreamed	 to	 be	
famous,	but	not	in	this	way.	[Sara	says:]	“I	imagined	a	clean	type,	such	as	Gerry	

































The	analysis	of	 the	 ‘rise	and	 fall’	of	 the	celebrity	 carried	 in	 this	 section	of	 the	chapter	












the	 seemingly	 opposed	 discourses	 of	 empowerment	 and	 passivity	 might	 be	
argued	to	work	in	tandem,	demarcating	the	poles	of	female	success	and	failure	
within	neoliberalism	in	terms	of	self-actualisation	and	abjection.	Soap	narratives	
of	 out-of-control	 housewives	 or	 magazine	 images	 of	 broken	 down	 celebrities	
dramatise	the	risks	of	feminine	self-construction:	without	constant	psychological	

















as	 afflicted	by	mental	 health	 issues,	 this	being	 set	off	 by	 the	 leaking	of	 a	 conspicuous	
number	of	texts	sent	from	Sara’s	phone	to	Berlusconi,	as	well	as	to	other	people	of	interest	
in	 the	 investigations.	While	 at	 times	 Sara	 is	 depicted	 as	 suffering	 from	 serious	mental	
health	issues,	at	others	the	discourse	employed	is	less	of	disorder	and	more	of	excess.	The	
publications	 shift	 between	 these	 competing	 discourses,	 resulting	 in	 a	 non-linear	 and	
fragmented	representation	of	Sara	Tommasi’s	‘disturbed’	subjectivity.	This	has	the	effect	
of	 reproducing	 cultural	 discourses	 of	 femininity	 as	 fluid,	 flexible	 and	 fragmented,	 as	

































‘fatta	 [high]’	 (ibid.,	 par.	 5),	 and	her	 statements	and	 texts	 are	described	as	 ‘un	 turbinio	
delirante	 [a	 delirious	 whirlwind]’	 (Il	 Giornale	 10/02/11a,	 par.	 1),	 ‘racconti	 scombinati	
[disordered	 accounts]’	 (ibid.),	 ‘alcuni	 scabrosi	 altri	 deliranti	 [some	 controversial	 others	
delirious]’	 (Il	Giornale	 10/02/11b,	par.	 3),	 ‘solide	 come	una	 camicia	di	 forza	 [solid	 as	 a	
straightjacket]’	 (Il	 Giornale	 10/02/11b,	 par.	 2),	 ‘farneticazioni	 [gibberish]’	 (Il	 Giornale	
10/02/11a,	 par.	 2),	 ‘non	 lucidissimi	 [not	 very	 lucid]’	 (Il	 Giornale	 10/02/11b,	 par.	 4’,	
‘allucinazioni	 [hallucinations]’	 (Il	 Giornale	 10/02/11b,	 par.	 5)	 and	 other	 formulas	 to	
indicate	issues	with	her	mental	health.	This	is	an	instance	of	over-lexicalisation,	where	the	









the	 initial	 texts.	 It	did	so	by	regularly	documenting	events,	statements,	status	updates,	
videos	 uploaded	 online,	 selfies	 taken,	 that	 were	 remotely	 controversial,	 exhibitionist,	











Corriere	 also	 represents	 quite	 unsympathetically	 Sara	 Tommasi,	 ridiculing	 her	 for	 her	
entrance	in	politics	and	her	political	associates,	whose	political	credibility	was	further	put	














and	 narcissism,	 not	 as	 a	 political	 gesture	 in	 the	 guise	 of	 the	 highly	 over-emphasised	
burning	of	the	bras	by	radical	feminists	in	the	1960s/1970s.		
	
The	unsympathetic	 treatment	of	 Sara	 Tommasi	 is	 evidence	of	 the	 longstanding	 stigma	
































general	 and	 medical	 definition	 of	 rehabilitation,	 which	 can	 involve	 drug	 addictions,	











is	 good-natured”.	More	 than	once	 she	 repeated	of	 feeling	 “followed	and	often	
drugged	 with	 substances	 that	 are	 dissolved	 in	 glasses”.	 She	 accuses,	 among	
others,	Lele	Mora	and	Fabrizio	Corona	of	this	practice.	She	is	even	frightened	by	


































the	 beginning	 small	 roles	 in	 tv	 and	 guest	 appearances,	 then	 the	 rest	 begins,	
complaints	to	the	police,	judiciary	investigations,	interviews	and	not-always-lucid	


































Despite	 claiming	 also	 that	 the	 pornography	 industry	 is	 in	 general	 ‘spietato	 e	 perverso	
[ruthless	and	perverse]’	(ibid.),	the	ones	who	are	perceived	to	be	harmed	the	most	are	







While	 all	 publications	 participated	 in	 constructing	 Sara	 Tommasi’s	 sexual	 escapades	 as	
symptoms	 of	 her	 disorder,	 they	 varied	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 attribution	 of	 agency	 and	










from	 the	 constraints	 of	 the	 patriarchy	 and	 being	 now	 able	 to	 exercise	 their	 freedom	
through	‘choice’	(Budgeon	2003;	2015;	Gill	2009;	McRobbie	2004,	2009;	Tasker	&	Negra	
2007).	 However,	 the	 literature	 on	 post-feminism	 has	 neglected	 the	 way,	 alongside	


































In	 these	 extracts,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 another	 article	 dated	 the	 same	 day	 (05/07/13b),	 Sara	
Tommasi	 is	victimised	and	made	to	 look	completely	non-agentic	-	 indeed	she	is	said	to	
have	been	‘incapace	di	intendere	e	di	volere	[unable	to	understand	and	take	action]’	(par.	
1).103	 The	 strong	 and	 dramatic	 images	 evoked	 by	 the	 narrative	 depict	 a	 woman	
emotionally,	physically	and	psychologically	debilitated,	being	manipulated	and	forced	into	
a	difficult	situation	by	ruthless	men,	who	could	not	care	less	about	her	mental	and	physical	
state,	but	are	only	 interested	 in	her	value	as	a	money	making	machine.	While	 there	 is	
reference	to	the	fact	that	Sara	Tommasi	had	on	several	occasions	expressed	to	have	been	
willingly	 involved	 in	 the	porn	movies,	 this	 is	 taken	as	a	 symptom	of	her	mental	health	








































This	 element	 is	 further	 reinforced	 by	 the	 language	 that	 expresses	 doubt	 on	 the	
accountability	of	the	men	who	stand	trial.	Throughout	the	case	the	rape	of	which	they	are	
accused	is	‘presunto	[alleged]’	(Corriere	16/03/2016,	title),	Sara	Tommasi	is	the	‘presunta	
vittima	 [alleged	 victim]’	 (Corriere	 27/02/2014,	 par.	 1),	 and	 the	 tenses	 used	 are	 in	 the	
conditional	form,	suggesting	an	element	of	doubt	in	Sara	Tommasi’s	version.	This	appears	
also	after	the	producer	who	proceeded	via	abbreviated	trial	is	convicted,	whereas	in	other	
cases	 a	 conviction	 would	 imply	 that	 the	 victim	 was	 truthful.	 Furthermore,	 as	 the	
newspaper	 reports	 the	 defence	 attorney’s	 intention	 to	 call	 to	 testify	 Berlusconi,	 it	


















Besides	 employing	 formulas	 such	 as	 ‘presunto	 [alleged]’	 and	 the	 conditional	 tense,	 Il	


















Il	Giornale	 is	 through	other	 people’s	 voices:	 the	porn	 star	Rocco	 Siffredi,	 the	manager	
Manila	 Gorio	 and	 an	 ex	 boyfriend,	 Stefano	 Ierardi.	 Particularly	 interesting	 is	 the	










that	 she	 was	 molested	 by	 her	 father	 as	 a	 child.	 This	 is	 the	 only	 instance	 in	 which	 a	
connection	 between	 Sara	 Tommasi’s	 mental	 health	 issues	 are	 related	 to	 something	
besides	herself,	however	this	theme	is	not	developed	at	all	in	the	publication,	appearing	
more	like	another	opportunity	for	creating	a	spectacle	rather	than	an	actual	discussion	of	
the	 connection	 between	 culture,	 personal	 experience	 and	 the	 emergence	 of	 mental	
health	issues	and	its	manifestations.	
	
Despite	 their	 different	 treatment	 of	 Sara	 Tommasi,	 all	 three	 publications	 eventually	
produce	 individualising	 narratives	 of	 subjectivity,	 by	 placing	 the	 show	 girl	 as	 either	
completely	agency-less	(Repubblica)	or	as	fully	accountable	of	her	own	actions	(Corriere	
and	 Il	Giornale),	while	at	 the	same	time	the	woman	 is	 ridiculed	 (Corriere)	and	made	a	
spectacle	of	(Il	Giornale).	While	the	full	agency	and	accountability	attributed	to	Sara	by	
Corriere	and	Il	Giornale	could	be	interpreted	as	a	progressive	outlook	on	mental	health	
issues,	 by	 running	 counter	 cultural	 discourses	 that	 understand	 people	 suffering	 from	
mental	health	disorders	as	having	no	agency	at	all,	this	unfortunately	is	not	the	case.	By	
attributing	agency	to	Sara,	while	also	disparaging	it,	they	contribute	to	a	stigmatisation	of	
disorder,	while	at	 the	same	time	normalising	 it.	Furthermore,	 the	coverage	of	 the	 trial	





































fragmented,	 contradictory	 and	 ambivalent,	 reproduces	 cultural	 discourses	 about	
femininity,	 that	 find	 parallel	 in	 the	 way	 the	 psy-sciences	 have	 made	 sense	 of	 female	
disorder.	 While	 the	 effect	 is	 the	 one	 of	 representing	 a	 more	 complex	 and	 nuanced	
subjectivity,	 its	pathologisation	makes	 it	an	unintelligible	subject	position,	 reinforcing	a	
modernist	understanding	of	 subjectivity	as	 coherent,	unified	and	stable.	The	gendered	
nature	 of	 the	 discursive	 production	 of	 disorder	 is	 clearly	 expressed	 by	 the	 different	
treatment	of	Tommasi	and	Diprè,	the	former	being	‘mad’,	while	the	latter	‘bad’,	despite	
both	 appearing	 similarly	 eccentric	 and	 confused.	 Furthermore,	 the	 evidence	 brought	
forward	by	 the	publications	 in	 relation	 to	Sara	Tommasi’s	mental	health	 issues	are	her	
237	
	









being	 perceived	 as	 either	 fully	 agentic	 and	 accountable,	 or	 as	 helpless	 and	 voiceless	
victims.	A	position	that	would	equally	consider	a	woman’s	agency	and	her	vulnerability	is	
made	unintelligible,	confirming	that	‘[a]ccording	to	neoliberalism’s	dualist	construction	of	







Raising	 issues	 about	 the	 construction	 of	 disorders,	 then,	 does	 not	 deny	 ‘real’	
forms	 of	 pathogenic	 experience	 in	 the	 world,	 but	 it	 does	 suggest	 more	
multidimensional	modes	of	conceptualizing	and	representing	that	experience	(p.	
10).	
Indeed,	a	possible	 interpretation	of	 the	 fragmented	and	contradictory	 subjectivity	 that	
emerges	from	the	pages	of	these	publications,	would	be	to	understand	Sara	Tommasi’s	
‘symptoms’	as	the	literal	inscription	onto	the	body	of	the	ambiguities	and	contradictions	












This	 research	project	began	as	Berlusconi’s	 centrality	 in	 Italian	politics	 started	 to	 fade.	
After	losing	the	elections	in	2013,	the	centre-right	coalition	disintegrated.	Part	of	it	joined	







Other	 political	 leaders	 have	 gained	 important	 following,	 most	 notably	 the	 comedian-
turned-politician	Beppe	Grillo,	and	the	now	leader	of	the	xenophobic	party	Lega	Nord,	
Matteo	Salvini.	Both	politicians	have	expressed	racist,	xenophobic	and	highly	sexist	and	
misogynistic	 views,	 and	 employed	 a	 mediated	 populist	 rhetoric	 (mainly	 through	 new	
technologies	and	social	media)	and	propaganda	to	reach	the	electorate.	Their	aggressive	
and	sexist	attacks	 toward	Laura	Boldrini,	member	of	 the	socialist	democratic	party	SEL	
(Sinistra	 Ecologia	 Libertà	 [Left	 Ecology	 Freedom])	 and	 president	 of	 the	 Chamber	 of	



















rhetoric	and	 the	way	 they	have	managed	 to	gain	considerable	consensus	despite	 their	
controversial	statements	and	attitudes.	
	
Furthermore,	 similarly	 to	other	developed	countries,	 since	2012/2013	gender	 issues	 in	
Italy	have	gained	more	currency	in	public	debate.	Since	2012	the	issue	of	violence	against	
women	and	 ‘femminicidio	 [female	 genocide]’	 has	become	a	 real	moral	 panic	 in	 Italian	
media	and	society.	At	the	2013	elections,	all	major	parties	included	in	their	manifesto	the	
need	to	address	gender	 inequality	and	their	commitment	 to	doing	so.	Furthermore,	 in	
2013	a	team	of	researchers,	teachers	and	communication	experts	devised	the	project	‘Il	
Gioco	del	Rispetto	 [The	game	of	 respect]’,	 receiving	 considerable	media	attention.	 The	
project,	 supported	 by	 the	 region	 Friuli	 Venezia	 Giulia	 and	 University	 of	 Trieste,	 was	
conceived	as	a	strategy	to	prevent	gendered	violence.	The	project	created	a	kit	of	games	
and	activities	to	be	used	in	primary	schools,	to	teach	children	from	a	very	young	age	to	
respect	 one	 another	 and	 each	 other’s	 differences,	 whether	 it	 be	 gender,	 race	 and/or	
sexuality.	
	
However,	 there	 has	 also	 been	 a	 very	 strong	 backlash	 against	 what	 has	 been	 called	






sexualities	 (Il	 Giornale	 11/03/15;	 Il	 Giornale	 23/09/16;	 Corriere	 20/06/2015).	 It	 is	
interesting	 to	 notice	 how	 the	 term	gender	 is	 not	 translated	 into	 Italian,	 indicating	 the	
perceived	 foreignness	 of	 this	 discourse,	 to	 the	 point	 of	 condemning	 it	 as	 a	 form	 of	










research	 project,	 I	 have	 explored	 the	 gender	 discourses	 that	 have	 circulated	 in	
Berlusconism	 through	 an	 analysis	 of	 media	 representations	 of	 femininity	 and	 female	
sexuality	in	three	of	the	most	important	newspapers	in	Italy.	Through	the	case	studies	I	
have	 explored	 the	 way	 the	 media	 provides	 a	 map	 of	 intelligibility	 of	 post-feminist	
subjectivity	and	sexuality,	by	producing	and	reproducing	gender	discourses	that	circulate	





representations	 and	 culturally	 intelligible	 forms	 of	 femininity.	 Furthermore,	 there	 is	 a	
shortage	 of	 academic	 work	 being	 developed	 in	 Italian	 media	 studies	 about	 the	
representation	of	women	in	Italian	media,	and	when	these	appear,	they	often	focus	on	
the	 mediated	 female	 body	 as	 fictional	 and	 unrealistic.	 Through	 a	 combination	 of	
Foucault's	theory	and	feminist	critique,	I	have	detached	myself	from	most	of	the	literature	



























and	 sexualities,	 and	 the	way	 these	 are	 enmeshed	with	wider	 systems	 of	 exploitation.	














relationship	 between	 the	 legal	 system	 and	 the	media,	 inherent	 in	 all	 the	 case	 studies	
analysed	here,	that	enables	a	surface	of	emergence	for	the	figuration	of	femininity,	which	











defining	 it	 as	 one	 of	 the	 fundamental	 apparatuses	 of	 power,	 for	 its	 role	 in	 creating	 a	
cultural	 context	 fertile	 to	 Berlusconi’s	 ethics	 and	 propaganda,	 and	 how	 it	 has	 been	
employed	 to	 achieve	 consent,	 most	 importantly	 by	 disseminating	 specific	 discourses	
about	gender	and	gender	relations,	which	Berlusconi	embodies	himself.	Furthermore,	the	
chapter	 shows	 how	 the	 same	 gender	 discourses	 have	 been	 mobilised	 to	 articulate	




Chapter	 4,	who	was	protagonist	 of	 the	 case	brought	 against	 the	 ex-prime	minister	 for	
exploitation	of	underage	prostitution,	showed	two	competing	discourses	to	describe	the	
young	woman:	the	young,	vulnerable,	voiceless	victim	(at	risk	girl)	and	the	individualist,	


















overrepresented	 in	 street	 prostitution,	 it	 would	 have	 been	 mainly	 these	 already	 less	
privileged	 groups	 to	 endure	 the	 consequences	 of	 such	 strict	 legislation.	 Hence,	 the	











with	 the	 phallic	 girl	 of	 post-feminism.	 Sexual	 promiscuity,	 drug-taking	 and	 the	
consumption	of	alcohol,	became	inside	and	outside	the	court	evidence	of	Amanda’s	guilt.	
Furthermore,	 in	 line	with	more	 traditional	 narratives	 to	 describe	women	who	 kill,	 her	
sexual	allure	and	agency	were	described	as	monstrously	overpowering.	To	counteract	the	
demonisation	of	Amanda,	the	strategy	of	the	defence	team	of	both	Raffaele	and	Amanda	





that	 keeps	 migrant	 communities	 in	 poverty,	 rendering	 them	 pools	 for	 cheap	 labour.	
Indeed,	Berlusconi’s	party	drew	on	racist	discourses	to	articulate	and	gain	consent	for	an	
extremely	strict	immigration	policy,	which	contributed	to	the	emergence	of	a	system	of	








Chapter	6	explored	 the	 rise	and	 fall	 trajectory	of	 the	 ‘celetoid’	 Sara	Tommasi,	 a	 young	
starlet	described	as	autonomous,	entrepreneurial	and	promising	at	the	start	of	her	career,	
but	who	was	 later	 ridiculed,	pitied	and/or	condemned	as	 she	started	showing	signs	of	
mental	 health	 issues	 through	 hyper-sexualised	 performances	 and	 her	 participation	 in	
three	pornographic	films.	This	case	study	too	evidences	how	agency	in	post-feminism	is	
mostly	 understood	 through	 a	 dichotomy:	 Sara	 being	 portrayed	 as	 either	 fully	 and	
autonomously	agentic	(and	accountable)	or	as	a	voiceless	and	helpless	victim.	Ultimately,	
the	 case	 study	portrays	 post-feminist	 ideal	 femininity	 as	 a	 precarious	 subject	 position,	
women	being	perceived	to	be	too	mentally	weak	to	handle	‘having	it	all’.	This	discourse	









Sara	Tommasi	 case	 study,	 supports	an	 individualisation	of	health,	where	 the	 individual	
(and/or	the	immediate	family)	are	encouraged	to	act	on	the	environmental	factors	and	


























Thus,	 to	 respond	 to	my	 research	 questions,	 I	 have	 explored	 how	 Berlusconi	 played	 a	




regime	 by	 interpellating	 and	 reproducing	 those	 subjectivities,	 being	 placed	 at	 the	
intersection	of	several	important	networks	of	power:	economic	power,	political	power	and	










feminist	 agency,	 women	 being	 understood	 as	 either	 fully	 and	 autonomously	 (or	 even	
monstrously)	 agentic	 or	 as	 vulnerable,	 voiceless	 and	 helpless.	 This	 dichotomisation	
reproduces	 longstanding	 sexist	 discourses	 that	 separate	 women	 between	whores	 and	
Madonnas,	bad	and	good,	sluts	and	virgins.	The	combination	of	postructuralist	and	post-
Marxist	 approaches	 to	 power	 that	 is	 engendered	 in	 this	 thesis	 was	 directed	 toward	
uncovering	the	micro-processes	of	domination	alongside	wider	systems	of	exploitation.	
Indeed,	 as	 shown	 above,	 the	 dichotomisation	 of	 femininity	 and	 female	 agency	 was	
employed	 in	 Berlusconi’s	 neoliberal	 authoritarian	 populism	 to	 articulate	 neoliberal,	
conservative,	authoritarian,	racist	and	xenophobic	legislation.	
	
At	the	same	time,	this	dichotomisation	of	 femininity	 is	also	 indicative	of	the	neoliberal	
logic	 that	negates	 the	coexistence	of	agency	and	structural	vulnerability.	 Indeed,	while	
several	scholars	have	claimed	that	under	neoliberalism	vulnerability	and	victimisation	are	
denied,	in	favour	of	the	entrepreneurial	subject	who	takes	full	responsibility	for	their	life	



















so	 on.	 The	 virtual	 absence	 of	 feminist	 critiques	 in	 the	 case	 studies	 participates	 in	
portraying	 them	 as	 isolated	 events,	 neglecting	 how	 gender	 inequality,	 sexism	 and	
misogyny	connect	them,	although	in	different	ways.	This	blindness	does	not	only	portray	
feminism	as	irrelevant	in	at	least	two	of	the	case	studies	(Sara	Tommasi	and	Amanda	Knox),	




the	 culture	 of	 Berlusconism,	 have	 intensified	 the	 public	 scrutiny	 and	 evaluation	 of	
women’s	appearance	and	behaviour.	Thus,	the	case	studies	highlighted	another	trait	of	
Berlusconism:	the	intense	vilification	and	symbolic	aggression	of	women,	especially	when	
they	do	not	 fit	 into	normative	standards	of	 femininity.	Amanda	Knox	was	perceived	as	
unnatural,	unfeminine,	even	monstrous	when	embodying	 the	 femme	 fatale/phallic	 girl	
subject	position,	and,	as	a	consequence,	was	berated	inside	and	outside	of	the	court	room.	








unintelligible	 in	 Italian	culture,	but	were	also	 indicative	of	what	kind	of	 femininity	and	
sexuality	 is	 sanctioned.	 Indeed,	 in	 all	 the	 case	 studies	 the	 educated,	 beautiful,	 hard-
working	woman,	but	one	still	linked	with	the	reproductive	role,	heterosexual	monogamy,	
marriage	 and	 religion,	 emerged	 as	 the	 safe,	 unthreatening	 and	 respectable	 subject	
position.	Ultimately,	the	construction	of	the	ideal	post-feminist	woman	in	the	newspapers	








Thus,	 throughout	 this	 thesis	 I	 have	 responded	 to	 critical	 questions	 about	 Italian	 post-
feminism	and	its	connection	with	Berlusconism.	I	have	shown	how	young	femininity	has	
emerged	in	the	national	popular	imagination	as	a	barometer	of	social	change,	at	the	same	
time	 becoming	 subjected	 to	 increased	 scrutiny	 and	 policing.	 The	 media	 plays	 a	







and	 female	 sexuality	have	participated	 in	Berlusconism,	where	 longstanding	 sexist	and	
misogynist	 discourses	 have	 been	 accompanied	 by	 new	 forms	 integral	 to	 neoliberal	
governmentality.	
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